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COWBOY RUBIES 1 


PROLOGUE 


The Legend 


THE first Moon Wolf discovered the first Life Drinker wandering 
aimlessly along the moon’s deserts during its magical ruby phase. The 
Wolf wanted her, desired her, so he took her as his mate and copulated 
with her. The following year, when the moon once again transformed 
into a ruby and the alternate world opened, the Life Drinker gave birth 
to two children, a Wolf and a Drinker. The first Moon Wolf saw Earth 
and wanted the male offspring to rule it, but his mate insisted the 
female child should govern Earth instead. 


Violent arguments ensued between the lovers, but in the throes of 
their final verbal battle, the first Moon Wolf grabbed the Life Drinker, 
hugging her to his body, and claimed, “I cannot stand to be divided 
with you or from you, so let us be one.” 


Through the power of the Ruby Moon, their bodies melded, and 
the Ruby Moon God was born. He/she placed the two children on Earth 
and watched them grow and multiply, but they had inherited their 
parents’ argumentative and violent traits, and soon battles raged 
between the two races. 


Distraught with their children’s descendants, the Ruby Moon God 
smashed a chunk of the red moon into pieces and gave the gems to the 
Wolves and Drinkers so they would remember their roots and peace 
would reign. However, he/she neglected to warn the two peoples of the 
rubies’ phenomenal magic and that the union of a werewolf and a 
vampire would resolve their differences forever. 

As the centuries passed, a unique era of strange inventions and 
mechanical contraptions launched new ways of thinking—as well as a 
breed of Wolves and Drinkers who could spell doom for Earth. 
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CHAPTER 
ONE 


KYLE VANDERBELT scanned the horizon but saw nothing except 
tumbleweeds and moon-kissed sand. He couldn’t believe the Conclave 
had sent him here. “What the bloody hell is there in this wasteland?” 
Irritated with his mission into this dry hell, he didn’t understand why 
anyone would settle in such a region. “Beyond a few tiny, nondescript 
mining towns, this area looks uninhabitable! Why, in the name of the 
Ruby Moon God, would that man flee out here?” 


All he wanted to do was return to Ruby City and go back to 
investigating and busting the slave traders. He took off his hat and 
looked up at the reddening moon. He had three days to find Scott 
Bashian, a fellow Conclave agent who had stolen and fled with the 
ancient rubies. If the Life Drinkers, Kyle’s clan, didn’t get them back, 
the Elders feared the Moon Wolves would announce a full-fledged war 
against the Life Drinkers. As it stood, the tentative peace between the 
two moon races could be destroyed by anything small—and the theft of 
the rubies was no little thing. 


“Where the hell are you? I should be able to detect your vampire 
odor.” 


Kyle had been looking for tracks, but so far he’d found nothing 
but smooth sand. Judging by the lunar orb’s position, he had six hours 
before he would need to seek shelter from the daylight. Kyle could 
search during the day hours, but he still preferred the night, its 
peacefulness, and the absence of the wasteland’s hellish heat. 


A cougar padded across a sandy hillock as Kyle clicked to his 
horse and headed that way. A breeze blew toward him, and he wrinkled 
his nose at the offensive odor of unwashed, undead bodies and—he 
sniffed, drawing the aroma deep into his lungs—lizard and snake 
blood. Retching, Kyle held his bile down. Somewhere nearby there 
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were Life Drinkers who had been sustaining themselves on whatever 
they could catch in the desert, primarily reptiles. It wasn’t Bashian. 
He’d never lower himself to drinking reptile blood. But ifnot him, then 
who? 


Bawdy voices reached him. Kyle reined in Denizen, whose ears 
flicked in the direction of the raucous laughter. 


“I hear it, too, girl.” He stroked the horse’s neck. “Let’s find a 
place to wait and watch.” 


Denizen nickered softly as Kyle climbed down from the saddle. 
He led his steed to a large dune, dropped the reins, and clambered up 
the sandy hillock. A few feet from the top, Kyle lowered himself onto 
his belly and eased up to the mound’s summit. Peering over it, he 
picked out six Life Drinkers astride a fancy traveling contraption. 


Although his vampire eyesight allowed him to see things humans 
couldn’t, the gang of Life Drinkers was out too far for him to see them 
clearly. He tugged a pair of brass tube spectacles from around his neck, 
held them up, and focused them across the dark desert floor. 
Tumbleweed and twisted scrub trees camouflaged the vamps, but he 
saw enough to know they sat upon a mechanical wagon. Steam puffed 
from the backside of it, and on the front seat, which rose higher than 
the rest, sat Jaburn the Drainer. 


Unease slithered through Kyle. “What is that abomination doing 
out here?” he whispered. Memories of how he’d felt when he’d been 
told about the Silver Disaster train wreck shot pain through his chest. 
He closed his eyes for a moment, forcing the discomfort away, and then 
opened them again. “Maybe Pll get some justice after all, you bastard.” 


The wheeled apparatus belched an extra dense cloud of steam as 
Jaburn shifted it into a higher gear, and the group of Life Drinkers 
bounced and jostled out of sight. 


Kyle slung the tube specs back over his shoulder and slid down 
the hill to where Denizen waited. He stood and brushed the sand and 
grit from his chaps and coarse-cloth pants. “Damnation! What the hell 
are Life Drinkers doing out here in a mechanical wagon?” 


The horse nuzzled his chest in search of a sugar cube hidden in 
Kyle’s inside vest pocket. 

“Well, Denizen”—he rubbed her velvety nose—“I guess we 
better backtrack their route, eh? If Jaburn the Drainer is leading that 
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gang, they’ve been up to no good and probably left their mess back 
there in the desert.” He gathered the reins and swung up into the saddle, 
its leather creaking beneath his weight. “I have a horrible feeling he’s 
somehow tied to the missing rubies. Bear with me for a little longer 
tonight, and I’ll give you three sugar cubes instead of just one.” 


Almost as if the equine understood him, Denizen nickered and set 
off at a trot. Kyle guided her around the hillock. Once he spotted the 
metal wagon’s tracks, he turned his steed onto the deep lines scored 
into the dirt and sand, and headed in the opposite direction. 


With dread filling his heart, Kyle rode for nearly an hour. He 
passed ravines, thickets of tumbleweed, and rock outcroppings. Dust 
bombarded his nose every time the wind blew, and the faintly sweet 
odor of a night-blooming desert flower reached him. 


Rounding a boulder, he reined in Denizen. A pack of startled 
coyotes regarded him astride the horse, their yellow eyes glowing eerily 
in the moonlight. Kyle sensed intense hunger emanating from the 
canines. Three began growling and took a few steps toward Denizen, 
their lips peeled back, teeth glistening, growls rumbling from starved 
throats. 


He focused on the pack, insisting they turn and go into the 
neighboring ravine to hunt rabbits and rodents. The alpha of the 
coyotes possessed a strong will, but Kyle forced an image into the 
animal’s brain of what he could do to him and his minions. The 
leader’s instinct to kill and eat wilted. Slowly, the coyote turned. He 
yipped twice, and although reluctant to follow him, the rest of the pack 
hurried after their leader on silent paws. 


Relieved, Kyle urged his steed onward until a cliff appeared 
ahead, rising silent and black in the night. The wagon’s tracks led to a 
wide fissure. He rode into it and continued through it for several 
minutes. 

Another odor reached Kyle, one so strong it nearly knocked him 
from the saddle. Denizen detected it too. She bobbed her head 
vigorously and pawed at the ground, snorting. 

“Blood of a Moon Wolf,” Kyle muttered and gulped. “Don’t tell 
me the Life Drinkers murdered a Moon Wolf.” The dread haunting his 
heart transformed into a leaden ball of fear. “Damnation!” He sighed. 
“Well, let’s go and get this over with, Denizen.” 
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She tossed her head harder, but continued into the crevice. 


The fissure widened into a semicircular chamber. In the center, 
the remnants of a fire glowed, and translucent, white smoke twisted 
from it up to the sky. The coppery odor of primeval beast assaulted 
Kyle’s sense of smell. He scanned the area, looking for the source, but 
nothing except the dying fire seemed out of the ordinary. 


A low moan came from above. Kyle focused on it, his hearing 
tuning in on a ledge halfway up the back wall. 


“Aw, hell.” He jumped down from Denizen’s back. “I'll return as 
soon as I can, girl.” 


Kyle strode to the base of the cliff, crouched, and leapt straight 
up, the wind whistling through his ears, his hat tumbling from his head. 
He landed on a wide ledge that revealed another crevice. Pausing, Kyle 
listened, detecting a faint heartbeat somewhere from within the fissure. 
He pushed inside and found a small cave. There, against the far wall, 
on its side, its broad, furry back to him, lay a large canine-like figure. 


Kyle approached it with caution. “You there. Are you awake? Do 
you need aid?” 


A pitiful whine drifted out of the Moon Wolf. 


Preparing himself for attack, Kyle nudged the werewolf with the 
toe of his boot. “Can you hear me?” 


The force of his foot jostled the creature enough that it rolled onto 
its back, arms splayed out at its sides. Blood covered its chest, matting 
the ebony hair, but at least it didn’t have breasts. Females were 
especially vicious. A mass of black blood had formed over its left eye. 
Kyle guessed that someone had gouged it out. More blood covered the 
creature’s legs and arms. 


Signs of a struggle resided on the cave’s surfaces. Boot prints and 
scuffed areas littered the dusty floor. Upon the walls, blood still 
dripped. Fanned patterns from the spray marked many areas. 

“What the hell did you do to deserve such a beating, fella?” Kyle 
realized the Moon Wolf had succumbed to unconsciousness, and he 
knelt next to it. “Why beat you and leave you for dead? What were 
Jaburn and his bunch after?” 

Whimpering, the lycanthrope opened its one good eye and gazed 
up at him. Kyle lurched backward, falling on his ass. With effort, the 
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Moon Wolf turned its head toward him. Although the creature’s speech 
came out guttural, Kyle made out the words, “Please, help me,” before 
the werewolf closed its eye again and lay still once more. 


For now, all Kyle could do was sit and wait until the moon set for 
the night. In the meantime, the creature’s extraordinary abilities would 
help it more than anything else. With only three days to find Scott 
Bashian, Kyle didn’t have time to waste several hours being a 
nursemaid to a Moon Wolf. He sighed and growled low in his throat. 
Regardless, he sensed he had to remain with this Wolf. Something 
pulled at Kyle, something strong that insisted he needed the Wolf. 


“Damnation!” Kyle sat back on his heels. 


As the transformation from Moon Wolf to human began, the 
change would probably heal most of the physical damage. If the Wolf 
survived that, he had a good chance of recovering from the rest of his 
injuries. 

He left the Moon Wolf in the cave and leapt down to Denizen. 
The gray of the predawn sky took Kyle by surprise. He’d had no idea it 
had taken him so long to travel over the desert as he’d followed the 
mechanical wagon’s path. With a glance toward the sky, he had only 
one option, and that was to settle in the cave for the day. 


He grumbled to himself. “Three days. Three lousy days to find 
Scott Bashian and bring him back to the Conclave. I'll never find him 
in three days!” 


He sighed and glanced up at the ledge. With the sun rising, the 
Moon Wolf’s natural lycanthrope cycle would be shifting him into 
human form any moment now. 


Kyle found his hat and jammed it on his head. Taking Denizen by 
the reins, he led her around a big boulder and dropped the leads to the 
ground. “Stay here out of sight, girl. I don’t want to drag a Moon Wolf 
all the way back to the Ruby City should something happen to you.” 
From a saddlebag, he took out a canteen and a bowl. He poured water 
into it and held it to his steed’s muzzle. “Here, girl. Drink up.” 

After the horse sucked up the water, she nuzzled his vest, leaving 
a wet smear across the leather. 

Smiling, Kyle withdrew the sugar lumps and held them out on his 
upturned palm. Her thick, velvety lips skimmed his hand, and the treats 
disappeared. Before leaving Denizen, he untied his satchel and slipped 
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the strap over his shoulder. It wouldn’t do to have someone steal not 
only his horse but all his tools too. As he walked away, the sound of 
crunching and slurping followed him back to the base of the cliff. 


With a chuckle, Kyle jumped up to the cave’s ledge again. 


Upon entering the small chamber, he discovered a naked man in 
place of the werewolf. The human looked well over six feet tall, his 
hair blue-black. Although covered with slashes, puncture wounds, and 
drying blood, the man possessed a well-built body and a nice, firm ass. 
Approaching him, Kyle knelt just as the human moaned and opened his 
good eye, an eye as blue as the sky on a cold, spring day. 


Something clenched inside Kyle. Unable to tear his gaze away 
from the human’s, he set his kit on the cave floor and found the 
remnants of a shirt nearby. He ripped a piece off of it. Gently, he 
dabbed at the congealed fluids filling and surrounding the bad eye. 


“Wh-who are you?” the man rasped. 


“Kyle Vanderbelt.” Inwardly, he grimaced. The eye was a lost 
cause. “I’m a Resolution Agent with the Conclave in Ruby City. What 
might your name be, stranger?” 


“Shades.” Trying to move, he sucked in a pain-filled breath. 
“Shades Hollowvale.” 


“Well, Shades.” Kyle set the rag aside and made a mental note to 
fetch the canteens from the saddlebags. “What brings you out to the 
middle of this wasteland only to be left for dead?” 


“I heard the moon rubies were stolen, and I think I know who 
might have them,” Shades wheezed, “but Jaburn the Drainer is 
involved somehow. I don’t think he knows for certain who has the 
gems, so he figured he’d beat the information out of me.” The Moon 
Wolf grimaced. “I didn’t tell him anything.” 


“Jaburn earned the title of The Drainer for a reason. He’s the 
lowest vermin of the Life Drinkers, but even he won’t step over the 
boundaries and drain a Moon Wolf. If caught, it’s immediate 
beheading.” Flummoxed, Kyle pushed his hat farther back on his head. 
“But Jaburn’s not against slicing a lycanthrope’s throat to drain one that 
way, so why didn’t he finish you off?” 


Shades moved his hand next to the wound in his chest. “He used a 
silver-tipped knife on me. He thought it killed me, but it didn’t pierce 
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my heart.” His eyes rolled back in his head, and he gasped. “There’s a 
piece of silver still in there.” 

“Let me see what I can do,” Kyle muttered. 

If he didn’t get the silver out of the man, he’d be dead within a 
couple of hours. 
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CHAPTER 
TWO 


SHADES tried to focus on the Life Drinker next to him, but the silver 
imbedded in his chest was making him weaker each minute it remained 
in his body. He couldn’t believe he’d just told another Drinker he might 
know who had stolen the rubies. Fool! What if he’s like the last bunch? 
With his one good eye, he stared up at the Resolution Agent. Shades 
blinked, trying to focus. That name, Kyle Vanderbelt, where have I 
heard it before? He tried to sit up, but fell back onto the ground. 

He thought back, and finally it came to him. The memory passed 
through his mind on winds of warning. 

“Yes, I have the rubies safely in my possession,” the voice stated, 
its tone triumphant. “7 can’t talk long on this stupid contraption. 
Shades might hear me. ” 

The reception fuzzed. Sshhtzzz. 

“Whoever thought this was the best way to communicate needs to 
work out a few of its bugs. ” 

“Just make sure you finish them both, ” the first voice replied. 

Shades recalled trying to discern if it was a male or female, but 
the audio he heard was too fuzzy. 

“If either Sheriff Hollowvale or Kyle Vanderbelt suspects you 
have the gems, you're a dead man. If I can get there in time, I'll keep 
the focus away from you so you can set everything up.” 

“You shouldn’t move,” said the Drinker, jarring Shades out of his 
recollection. “It will only spread the poison throughout your system and 
make it harder for you to heal.” The man moved closer. He pulled a 
knife out of his boot. “I’m going to try and remove the silver now.” He 
placed his smooth hand on Shades’s chest just above the wound. 
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Shades steeled himself for the pain about to come. “Why are you 
doing this? Shouldn’t you want me dead like the others do?” He bit 
down on a small branch Kyle gave him. 

Slowly, the Drinker delved into his chest with the knife. 

“Shit!” Shades ground out around the wood. All thoughts of the 
rubies vanished as the pain increased, and he trembled with its 
intensity. He bit down on the stick, breaking it in two. 

Kyle pushed the knife deeper, searching for the silver. “I resent 
being placed in the same category as those so-called Drinkers.” 

He glared down at Shades, but something passed through his eyes 
behind the anger. Sympathy, maybe? And... and something else, like— 
no, this wasn’t the time or circumstances for such thoughts! 

“Besides, I told you the Conclave sent me. Jaburn doesn’t know 
the meaning of laws or rules.” Kyle cleared his throat and shifted his 
attention back to Shades’s oozing wound. “The hunters from the 
Conclave have been tracking his group for years. Ah, there’s the scrap 
of silver. Hold on.” The Drinker pushed the knife under the sliver of 
metal and navigated it up and out of the bloody gash. 

A cold sweat broke out over Shades’s body, and the air seemed to 
drain from his lungs as he heard the silver piece clink on the floor next 
to him. 

He spat out the remnants of the branch, its bark and grit still 
heavy on his tongue. “You could have warned me!” He gulped down 
nausea. “And I wasn’t comparing you to the others.” He closed his one 
good eye, wishing Jaburn hadn’t gouged the other out. He probably 
looked like a bag of battered meat right now. Shades opened his eye. 
“T’ve heard of you. You’re highly regarded by the Conclave and are 
supposed to be the best Resolution Agent they have.” 

Kyle shrugged. 

“Thank you for helping me.” 

“You’re welcome. I’m going to go retrieve my canteens. You’re 
dehydrated, and I should wash out that wound. I'll bring the only 
blanket I have. You’re going to need it for later.” Kyle moved with 
grace as he walked out of the cave. 

Shades didn’t know what was wrong with him. This Drinker was 
different than the others he’d encountered, different from the fifty or so 
who lived in Hellbent too. Kyle’s dark green eyes possessed a hard 
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intelligence, and his hands were smooth, so working for the Conclave 
made sense. He was a gentleman cowboy. 

Got to stay focused! After finding out my last lover knew about 
the theft of the Moon Rubies.... His common sense warred with the 
softer side of his mind. But surely not all Drinkers are like he was. 

“I must have been nuts to trust him,” Shades whispered as he 
waited for the Resolution Agent’s return. “A good fuck wasn’t a logical 
reason to open my heart to such a man.” Shades tried to move, but pain 
laced his body. “Damn it! When I get my hands on you, Scott, you’re 
dead.” 

“Who’s Scott?” Kyle strolled in and dropped the canteen next to 
Shades. 

“Let’s just say he crossed me one time too many,” Shades 
drawled, picking up the canteen. Thank the Ruby Moon God his 
paranormal abilities were healing him quickly. Already strength began 
to flow into his body. 

“Is this the same Scott Bashian who the Conclave believes has the 
rubies? Were you following him too?” Kyle placed the blanket over his 
body and waited. 

“Yes and no. I was following him because I believe he knows 
who has the gems, but I didn’t get the proof I wanted. I set a trap for 
him, but he somehow got wind of it and set one for me too. As you can 
see, his trap worked better than mine did.” He nodded at the water 
canteen. “Could you give me a hand?” He lifted the canteen. “I can’t 
seem to twist the top off. I’m feeling better, but I can’t undo this with 
the wrong hand.” 

Kyle kneeled and helped him drink. “So you think Bashian hired 
Jaburn to do this to you?” 

Nodding, Shades closed his eye and sighed. 

“How do you know Bashian set you up?” 

“T overheard a transmission on a wire box.” 

“Those things only work in a twenty-mile radius, so whoever he 
was talking to was close,” said Kyle. 

Shades said nothing. 

Kyle pressed, “There’s more to this story, isn’t there?” 

“Yes.” Shades sensed Kyle was different, but he didn’t know 
whether or not to trust him. It seemed he always trusted the wrong 
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people, and it bit him on the ass later. “I really don’t want to discuss it 
with you.” 

“I won’t ask any more questions now.” Kyle emptied the rest of 
the water onto Shades’s wound, cleaning it out. “You need rest.” 

Shades’s eye flew open, and he gritted his teeth as Kyle washed 
out the hole. “Let’s just say I made the biggest mistake since I was a 
young kit, and it won’t happen again.” 

Finished, Kyle scooted back against the opposite wall, where he 
crouched. He studied Shades intently but remained silent. Shades didn’t 
care. He was still in pain and very tired. Closing his eye, he meant only 
to rest, but his wounds were too great, and that with the stress from the 
attack knocked him out. 


AS SHADES dreamed, he found himself back in that saloon again, 
drawn straight to Scott’s gorgeous eyes and honed body. 

Shades scanned the saloon as he walked toward the bar. The same 
people filled it except for one new face that greeted him. And that one 
face was breathtaking. His big brown eyes riveted Shades with charm 
and the hint of erotic delights Shades hadn’t experienced in a while. 

Ordering his drink as well as one for the stranger, Shades made 
his way over to the man’s table. Maybe he’d get lucky. It had been too 
long since he’d been with Dante. 

“Is anyone sitting here?” Shades’s strong Irish accent proved even 
more apparent in his nervousness. He set the stranger’s drink down in 
front of him. “I haven’t seen you around here before. Are you visiting 
or just passing through?” 

The guy lifted his hat and stared at him. “Just passing through, 
and thanks for the drink. My name is Scott Bashian.” 

Shades reached out to shake the man’s hand. Scott’s fingers, long 
and as smooth as a baby’s bottom, greeted Shades’s callused ones. 

“My name is Shades Hollowvale. I’m the neighboring sheriff in 
this area. My office is in Hellbent, so if you need help with anything, 
please let me know.” 

The dream transferred him back to when he loved lying in Scott’s 
arms. 
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Shades stared down at the man in his bed. Who would have 
thought a well-bred Drinker had met his every move in bed! The only 
thing that bothered Shades was the slip of Scott’s tongue when he’d 
called Shades by someone else’s name. He tried to recall the name, but 
it slipped away from him. Shrugging it off, he knew he should have 
kicked him out of bed right then and there, but it had been so long since 
his last piece of ass, so he’d let it go. 

“If you think I’m done with you, my beautiful Drinker, you are 
very much mistaken.” He crawled up onto the bed and traced his hand 
down the side of Scott’s semi-hard cock. “Umm, let’s see if I can 
remedy this problem you seem to be having.” 


“WAKE up, Shades!” 

Shades moaned and glanced up at an irritated Resolution Agent. 

“You were dreaming, and I sure as hell don’t want to hear about 
your sexual encounter with some cowboy.” Kyle turned, picking up his 
supplies. “We need to get moving. After last night, I only have three 
days left to find those rubies.” He glanced back at him. “Are you healed 
well enough to travel, and do you have a horse?” 

“I'm fine to travel, but Jaburn and his gang drained my horse 
when they caught me out on the desert. I can use shoe leather until the 
next stop and get a horse there. It’s not far.” Shades threw the blanket 
off, stood, and swayed. 

“Careful, you’re still weak. Without antidote, silver takes a while 
to leave a Moon Wolf’s system. My horse can take the both of us.” 
Kyle grabbed Shades’s arm and steadied him. 

“Thanks. You do know we’re going to need more men, right? I 
hate to bring this up, but Scott Bashian isn’t the only one who was in 
on the ruby theft. I know the alpha at the next city, and he’ll aid us, but 
are you okay with other Wolves helping too?” 

“Wait. What do you mean us?” The Conclave cowboy stared hard 
at Shades. “I work alone, and no offense, but in your current condition, 
you’re just gonna slow me down.” 

The vamp’s tone of voice rankled Shades. “Look, we can help 
one another,” Shades insisted. “I have contacts throughout the mining 
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towns that may lead you to Bashian, as well as a direct tie to the local 
pack, who can help us deal with Jaburn the Drainer.” 

Kyle seemed to consider his words. A range of emotions crossed 
his handsome face—and by the Ruby Moon God was it ever a stunning 
one, with hard planes and just enough weathered lines around his eyes 
and mouth to give him a rugged look. Kyle’s hair, a chocolate brown 
and full of shiny waves, hung a bit too long from beneath his hat, but 
Shades loved men with longer hair. The Resolution Agent dressed in 
nicer clothes than the average cowboy. A black tailored suit jacket and 
fine yet durable black denims clad his tall, toned body. Shiny boots 
poked out from the hem of his pants, boots most likely made from 
expensive black cow’s leather. No, Shades couldn’t allow himself to 
fall for another pretty face. He had to keep it all business, period. 

“Fine, but we work together only until the next stop,” said Kyle. 
“Once there, you go your way, and Pll go mine. You tell me what I 
need to know, and I’ll leave you with some coin to buy you a good, 
strong horse. Agreed?” He stuck out one pale, long-fingered hand. 

With a sigh, Kyle clasped the Good Samaritan’s hand. Something 
whizzed between their palms, something powerful, primal, and oh-so- 
invigorating. 

Shades jerked back, his cock flaring to life, and turned his back to 
the Drinker, making a show of slipping on his tattered boots. “Agreed,” 
he stammered. Shooting the man a sidelong glance, he smiled. But J 
have plenty of time to win him over to my idea before we get to the next 
Stop. 

Kyle dug in his saddlebag and pulled out a pair of trousers, 
handing them to Shades. “Put these on. They might be a bit tight, but at 
least you won’t have to walk into the town butt-naked.” With heat 
singing his cheeks, Kyle grabbed the rest of his stuff and headed toward 
the cave entrance. “And to answer your question, I don’t have a 
problem with Moon Wolves. I have a feeling we haven’t seen the last 
of Jaburn, and I know the perfect person to call in to help find him. We 
need to keep this quiet, Shades. If too many find out about the 
disappearance of the rubies, it could lead to more skirmishes between 
Wolves and Drinkers.” He leapt off the ledge. 

Shades smiled. Not to be outdone, he also jumped and landed 
right next to the gentleman cowboy. His senses spun for a few seconds, 
but the more he moved around, the stronger he felt. 
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“The local pack’s Alpha happens to be my brother,” said Shades, 
“and he won’t say a word, believe me. But I’m afraid he will demand to 
come along.” He sighed. “He’s going to throttle me for letting myself 
be cornered. I’m afraid he was right this time. There was more going on 
with Bashian and the rubies than I suspected.” 

Kyle hopped onto Denizen and patted her. “I’ve worked closely 
with your race for the past eighty years, ever since the last peace treaty 
was finalized between our races. I have no problems with other Wolves 
coming along if they’re professional and keep their damn mouths shut. 
As far as your brother is concerned, that’s what older brothers do. I 
should know. I had a younger brother, so I was really protective of 
him.” He reached out to Shades. “Give me your hand and I'll help you 
up behind me. We need to get going. I’ve already lost too much time, 
and I hate traveling by daylight.” 

Scanning their surroundings, Shades took his hand and swung up 
behind the Conclave agent, wrapping his arms around his waist. God, 
he smells good. Shades didn’t detect a bit of fat on him, just pure 
muscle and bone. 

Shifting his weight, Shades moved back a little to give his 
growing cock some room. He prayed the cowboy didn’t notice his 
erection. He had a mission to finish. He couldn’t allow himself to be 
distracted and screw the man just because he looked good enough to 
devour. 

“Go due east,” Shades instructed, mentally cursing the desirous 
tremble in his voice. “The town is about a three-hour ride from here.” 

Kyle nodded and urged his mount forward at a gallop. Shades 
moaned as his body moved in closer to Kyle’s. The Drinker’s chest 
muscles tightened beneath Shades’s hands, and Shades’s painfully hard 
cock stiffened more. This is going to be the longest three hours I’ve 
ridden in years. 
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CHAPTER 
THREE 


ONCE Shades settled behind him on Denizen’s back, Kyle didn’t like 
the way his body reacted. He was certain he’d felt a powerful erection 
straining through the Moon Wolf’s britches. He swallowed and trained 
his gaze on the path twining along the canyon’s narrow fissure floor. 
The last time he’d gotten involved with someone, it had ended in 
disaster. He could have any woman he wanted, and he enjoyed one 
from time to time, but he preferred the tight ass of a man. 


Shades’s blue-black hair fell to his collar in glistening waves, his 
one eye the bluest Kyle had ever seen. Even when the Moon Wolf had 
transformed back into a man, his body splattered with gore, mottled 
with bruises, and an eye missing, Kyle had been drawn to him, attracted 
to a male for the first time in over a year. 


Why? What made Shades Hollowvale different? 


Frustrated with his wandering thoughts, Kyle gently bumped his 
spurs against Denizen’s sides as they exited the shallow canyon. She 
picked up the pace, but instead of distracting Kyle from his lustful 
thoughts, the jump in speed only worsened the situation. Shades 
tightened his grip around Kyle’s waist, so that his rock-hard cock 
poked Kyle in the lower back. 


“Damnation,” Kyle swore softly. He urged Denizen faster, and 
she moved from a canter into a smooth, fluid gallop. 

“So who is this person you say can help us find the rubies?” 
Shades asked. 

The Moon Wolf’s warm breath caressed Kyle’s nape. Behind 
him, the cowboy pressed closer, and gooseflesh passed over Kyle’s 
flushed body. 


“Is he part of the Conclave?” Shades questioned. 
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“Uh, no....” Kyle’s voice broke, and heat swept over his skin. He 
told himself the sun’s intensity had caused it and moved forward 
slightly, forcing Shades to release him. Kyle pulled back on the reins, 
slowing his steed, and then braced his right forearm on the big saddle 
horn. He leaned over it, as if relaxing. “She’s a Conclave spy, and a 
damn good one.” 


“Oh.” 


Kyle sensed the change in his new friend’s demeanor. He 
frowned. What caused the sudden shift? 


“Is she... is she a Drinker or a Wolf?” 


Catching the note of jealousy in Shades’s voice, Kyle hid his 
smile. Ah, it was the she that had caused the change in Shades’s 
behavior. Well, if it would keep the attractive Wolf from messing with 
his senses, then so be it. His mind had to be sharp and clear for this 
mission. The last thing Kyle needed was a raven-haired beauty 
distracting him. Not that he wouldn’t mind a roll in the hay with 
Shades, but the rubies and maintaining peace between the races was 
first and foremost in Kyle’s mind. 


“Anastasia is a Drinker.” He fought hard not to grin. “But Ill 
warn you, she has a voracious sexual appetite, especially for dark- 
haired, blue-eyed Drinkers and Wolves, so unless you want her to wear 
your cock to a nub, you better put an armor plate over it.” 


Shades shifted, creating space between their bodies. “Uh, right. 
Pll keep that in mind.” 

With an internal sigh of relief, Kyle asked, “Does the neighboring 
town have a telegraph?” 

“Yes,” Shades replied, his tone subdued. 

“Good. The minute we ride into town, Ill send Anastasia a 
telegraph. If she travels by steamcoach, she can be here by late 
afternoon.” 

“Sounds like a plan.” 

Guilt began gnawing at Kyle. He hated disappointing the Moon 
Wolf, and he felt shitty for misleading him like that, but if he permitted 
himself to be distracted and war broke out between the races, it really 
wouldn’t matter what anyone in the world felt or wanted. Over eighty 
years ago, the last racial war had nearly annihilated both sides. It had 


18 AZURA ICE ano MARIA MOONSTAR 


taken both sides five years and scores of skirmishes to hammer out a 
workable peace treaty. 


Kyle often wondered about the world the first Moon Wolf and 
Life Drinker originated from. He believed the love between werewolf 
and vampire had been doomed from the start and that Earth was merely 
the battleground for their disagreements. 


So why did he feel it was necessary to continue this quest? What 
did it matter whether or not the rubies were restored to their proper 
place of safety? 


“What I don’t understand,” Kyle said, “is why someone would 
want to steal the rubies.” 


“If they’re not returned,” Shades replied, “there will be war. 
Maybe someone wants to kill off the Drinkers or vice versa.” 


“Possibly.” 


Slowing Denizen, Kyle patted her glossy neck. A stiff breeze 
whipped across the landscape, and Kyle caught the distinct aroma of 
horseflesh. His steed needed rest and a good wipe down. Hell, so did 
he. However, at the rate things were going, he’d be lucky to get a bath 
and a few hours of decent night. 

“T get the sense,” Kyle continued, “that there’s more to this theft 
than starting a campaign to wipe out one or the other race.” 

Shades shifted behind him. “Why do you say that?” 

“The Conclave is frantic to get the rubies back. Their fear stems 
from more than just the possibility of war.” 

“Let’s pick up the pace.” The unease in Shades’s voice was 
unmistakable. 

“Good idea.” Kyle nudged Denizen’s flanks with his spurs. 


AS THEY rode into the town of Hellbent, Kyle surveyed their 
surroundings. Folks seemed on edge. They walked around casting 
furtive glances over their shoulders, whispering instead of talking. 
Moon Wolves and Life Drinkers eyed one another skeptically as they 
passed one another in the street or on the plank sidewalks. Many shops 
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had posted CLOSED signs in their storefront windows, and some were 
hung on doors. 


A hot wind kicked up dust along the pitted street. A tall dirt devil 
whirled from the right side of the thoroughfare to the left and dissipated 
in the horse seller’s paddock. The horses there put their rumps into the 
gritty wind. Standing just inside the door of the only saloon, a prostitute 
peeked over the edge of the swinging double doors, her eyes round and 
full of suspicion. 


“Seems like folks are on edge around here,” Kyle observed. He 
sneezed and wiped dust from his eyes. He hated the desert wind’s 
hellish embrace. 

“I wonder what upset ’em?” Shades twisted from side to side, his 
spine popping. 

“Whatever it is, we'll find out soon enough.” Placing the right 
rein against Denizen’s neck, Kyle clicked his tongue, urging her left 
toward the horse seller barn. “Let’s buy you a horse first.” 


“I can buy one on my own, thanks.” Swinging his leg over 
Denizen’s rump, Shades slid off of her and greeted the horse seller, 
who rushed out to meet them. 


“Sheriff Hollowvale!” the stable owner called. “We were told 
you'd been killed in a desert skirmish. It’s good you’re alive, but I see 
you’ ve been wounded. Is the eye gone?” 


Kyle spun, looking hard at Shades. “Sheriff? You never said you 
were the sheriff of this town.” 


Shades smiled wanly. “You never asked.” He turned to the horse 
seller. “Yes, Dade, the eye is gone. Who said Id been killed?” 


“Aw, just a bunch of fodder that rode in late last night in one of 
those newfangled mechanical wagons.” He pushed his hat further back 
on his graying head and spat tobacco juice on the ground. “They tore 
up the saloon, but poor Jonathan was afraid to throw ’em out. The one 
was a really big Drinker who threatened anyone who even glanced his 
way. He beat up that blonde prostitute with the big breasts.” 


A sympathetic look passed over Shades’s face. “The new one 
they call Katy-Did?” 
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Dade nodded. “Yep, that’s her. That mean Drinker beat her so 
badly the doc says she’ll be bedridden for a week, plus the hooligan 
roughed up a young man who turned down his sexual advances.” 


As Kyle listened to their exchange, he considered several facets 
of the situation. Undoubtedly, the stable owner was describing Jaburn 
and his minions. Jaburn hadn’t drained Shades, but he wanted him 
dead. Why? Either way, killing a sheriff is a hanging offense—or 
worse. Jaburn the Drinker might be insane, but he wasn’t stupid. Kyle 
studied Shades, his gaze roving over the Wolf’s body. Does Shades 
Hollowvale have something to hide? Is the Wolf concealing important 
information? At any rate, Kyle hated the thought of having to follow 
Jaburn and his hooligans to the next stop. If they’d bunked in Hellbent, 
he could settle matters here and have done with it. 


“Is Jaburn and his gang still in town?” Kyle questioned. 


Dade shook his head, his mouth flattening into a thin line framed 
by black and white stubble. “No, they rode out of town at first light. 
That bunch only stayed long enough to upset people, drink, buy a 
couple of red ladies, and then left.” 


Kyle paid to stable Denizen as Shades decided on buying a sturdy 
bay gelding with three white-sock feet. 


“This entire situation is plain odd,” Kyle mused. He glanced at 
the sheriff as he strode across the hole-riddled street, his spurs jingling 
merrily. 

Turning his face away from the flying grit, Shades questioned, 
“What do you mean?” 


“Why move on when Jaburn could’ve waited until night to leave 
when it’s cooler?” His gaze met his new friend’s, realization shooting 
through him like an arrow. “Drinkers can travel during daylight, but we 
prefer to function at night.” 

“Maybe Jaburn is afraid you'll start tracking him?” Shades 
motioned for Kyle to follow him to the jail. 

“That’s what I was wondering too. I think someone alerted him 
that I was coming into town, so now Jaburn is trying to stay out of my 
way.” 
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A deputy sat in a wooden chair, leaning back on two legs with the 
back of it braced against the building’s front wall. He tipped forward, 
putting all four legs on the planks, and rose, waving. 


Kyle paused with his foot on the first porch step, and looked up 
into Shades’s one lovely blue eye. “I just had a disturbing thought.” 


Shades arched a dark eyebrow. 


“If Jaburn suspects I might follow him—and obviously we should 
check into what he’s doing—what if he leads us on a wild goose 
chase?” 


“And he’d do this for what reason?” 
“To keep me from finding the rubies.” 


“That’s if Jaburn knows you were due in town and if he’s actually 
working with Bashian—or could someone else be the culprit with the 
rubies?” Smiling, Shades clapped the deputy on the back and followed 
him into the jailhouse. 


Kyle entered the little room and glanced around. Only two small 
cells and a front office comprised the jail. “That, my friend, is the big 
question,” he replied. “Who is the real thief? Regardless, I truly believe 
someone wants me occupied elsewhere.” 


“The telegraph office is next door,” said Shades. “Ill brief my 
deputy on what’s going on while you send your message. I need to 
have the doc look at my damaged eye, and then I’ll meet you in the 
saloon for dinner.” 


“PI secure my lodging at the hotel first,” Kyle stated. 


He left the jailhouse and made his way to the hotel, where he 
rented a room, stowed his tool kit and meager belongings, and then 
headed back outside. He crossed the dusty street to the plank walk, his 
boots clomping across the boards as he strode the last few feet to the 
telegraph office. Another gust of wind blasted through Hellbent. He 
turned his head, squeezing his eyes shut and drawing his bandana over 
his nose and mouth. Grit stung his exposed skin. 


The sound of pressurized steam being released cut through the 
little town. The gale died, and Kyle looked for the source of the 
disturbance. There, halfway down the opposite end of the street, sat a 
steamcoach. Four passengers exited it. Two hurried toward the hotel, 
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one strode in the direction of the bathhouse, and the fourth, a tall 
woman dressed in pale blue, stood in the street staring straight at him. 


“Anastasia?” he said. It couldn’t be. He frowned and stepped off 
the sidewalk. What the hell is she doing here? Kyle pulled his bandana 
down around his neck and walked toward the woman. 


She started in his direction, her skirts swaying to and fro, the 
brightly colored hem swirling around expensive, shiny black boots. 
“Kyle! It’s so good to see you!” Her French accent stuck out like a sore 
thumb, but was charming and delightful to the ear regardless. “The 
Conclave sent me here to meet you.” 


He met her in the center of the street, his gaze taking in 
Anastasia’s azure organza dress, its hem heavily embroidered with 
brilliant green, sapphire blue, and lavender peacocks. Her matching 
bonnet served to heighten the deep emerald green of her eyes, the wide 
silken sash tied in a huge bow beneath her chin. Curly wisps of hair as 
red as a setting sun escaped the confines of her hat and fluttered in the 
desert wind. White gloves encased her long-fingered hands. 


“The Conclave sent you?” He kissed her hand, genuinely pleased 
to see Anastasia. She was an enigma, shocking in a vulgar yet charming 
manner, and highly intelligent with a cutting wit. “I was just on my 
way to send a telegraph to request your assistance.” 


The wind whipped along the road, stirring up dust and more sand. 
A grimace crossed Anastasia’s regal face. “Let’s go indoors out of this 
dreadful wind!” 


“I’m meeting the sheriff in the saloon for dinner after a while, but 
I can change our plans.” Kyle waited as she hooked her arm through 
his. He escorted her to the sidewalk. 


“Nonsense!” She inclined her head toward the steamcoach. “My 
bags are being delivered to my hotel room, and you know I prefer the 
atmosphere of a saloon to the prim and proper manner of a restaurant.” 
She looked up at Kyle and offered him a wicked smile, her fangs 
showing. “I might look the part of a lady, but I’m far from it—and I 
don’t care!” Her laughter filled the street, but once again, another 
strong zephyr whisked it away to deposit it somewhere in the blistering 
desert. “So,” she added, “tell me about this sheriff.” 


29 


“Be nice to him, Anastasia, 
chuckle. “I’m certain he prefers men.” 


Kyle admonished with a low 
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“Oh, pooh!” She pouted, her gaze mischievous. She fluttered her 
long, thick lashes at him. “Perhaps I can change his mind?” 

“I doubt it.” He chuckled harder. 

“Well, let us find a stiff, blood-laced drink to complement our 
dinners.” She patted Kyle’s arm affectionately. “However, if this 
watering hole uses more water than liquor and blood, I swear P11 bite 
the bartender!” 

Kyle burst out laughing and helped her step up onto the plank 
walk. 

Inside, the piano player hadn’t arrived yet, but the low whispers 
of conversations and the occasional giggle of a whore kept total silence 
at bay. Every now and then, a glass bottle would clink behind the bar or 
a patron would plunk a mug or shot glass down on a surface, the sound 
like minute gunfire. In the back, chatter stemmed from the kitchen as 
the cook and his crew began preparations for the night’s menu. 

Shades already sat at a round table in a dim corner lit by an oil 
lamp. Three large tumblers, a bottle of something red, and a bottle of 
something amber sat in the tabletop’s center. 

“Oh, my,” Anastasia whispered. “He’s certainly a handsome 
fellow, isn’t he?” 

“Mind your manners.” Kyle smiled down at her. 

“PI try, but it will be exceedingly difficult.” 

As they approached the table, Kyle said, “It appears the Conclave 
is a step ahead of me. This is the lovely Anastasia I told you about.” 

Shades rose and bowed slightly. “A pleasure, ma’am.” 

They sat, and Shades poured blood into two glasses, followed by 
ample whiskey on top of the life fluid. 

Sipping hers, Anastasia beamed. “This is prime stuff!” 

Shades grinned. “Glad you like it. Most lady vamps don’t care for 
the hard stuff unless they... well....” His attention drifted to the 
whores. 

Anastasia burst out laughing. 

Raising an eyebrow, Shades looked at Kyle. 

“Anastasia is a devoted whiskey drinker,” Kyle explained, “but 
only touches the good stuff.” 
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Frowning, Shades asked, “Anastasia... seems like I know that 
name. Have we met before?” 


She studied him seriously. “No, I’m positive we haven’t ever met. 
I'd never forget a handsome face like yours, chéri.” 


Although obviously perplexed, Shades shrugged. 


“You didn’t see the doc?” observed Kyle. He pointed to his own 
eye in reference. 


Shades shook his head and sat back with his glass of pure 
whiskey. “A telegraph arrived while you were meeting your friend, so I 
never got a chance. It seems that Jaburn is raiding the smaller desert 
towns and then setting fire to them.” 


Dread slapped Kyle. “Why? What’s the point of razing tiny, 
struggling mining towns? Is he doing it just for fun?” 

Shaking his head, Shades sighed. “I think Jaburn is after 
someone.” 


“He’s probably right.” Anastasia gulped down her drink and 
slammed it down on the tabletop. She indicated that Kyle should fill it 
again. “The Conclave feared this might happen. Many of the smaller 
stops are clannish. If the thief is a Moon Wolf, the Wolves will hide 
him or her, and the same goes for Drinkers.” 


“So Jaburn is burning towns in hopes of killing the thief?” Kyle 
refilled his glass too. “That doesn’t make sense. Wouldn’t he want to 
know where the rubies are hidden?” 


“Apparently he already knows where they are,” she replied. 
“I think I know who has them,” said Shades. 
“Scott Bashian?” Anastasia stated. 


Shades paused, his glass halfway to his lips. “How do you 
know?” 


“He reported to the Conclave,” she replied. “Scott insists he ran 
with the gems because no one would listen to him that there were 
rumors of an attempt to steal them.” She untied her bonnet, carefully 
removed it, and placed it on the tabletop. “However, Scott reported the 
rubies were stolen from him, so he’s in hiding. If Scott is killed, then 
both races will assume he stole them for the wrong reason. The 
Conclave can’t afford for Scott to be murdered. If he is, we may never 
track down the rubies or the real thief.” 
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“So why are you really here?” asked Kyle. 


“To meet with Scott in Fire Town,” she said and patted the bundle 
of bright red curls pinned to the top of her head. “You are to join me, 
Kyle. We’re riding to Fire Town to find out what we can from Scott 
and hopefully gather some clues to help us retrieve the rubies. Only a 
cowboy can escort a lady through the desert.” 


“But you’re not a lady,” he quipped with a wry grin. 

“So?” She flashed him a wicked smile and then winked at Shades. 
“You’re not a gentleman. Such men never fuck a woman so hard and 
long that she walks strangely the next day.” 

Shades choked on his whiskey as Kyle and Anastasia roared with 
laughter. 
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CHAPTER 
FOUR 


IF IT were at all possible, Shades’s cock stiffened to painful 
proportions. The thought of Kyle fucking him till he couldn’t walk only 
intensified his longing. He shook his head and smiled. 

“Getting back to the problem at hand, I take it you’re going to 
need a jaunting car for the trip?” Shades drawled and leaned back, 
scanning both Drinkers before him. He’d already sent a message for his 
brother to meet him here and had explained the problems they’d 
encountered so far. 

Anastasia smiled. “I suppose I’ll need one, but I much prefer to be 
in the saddle. It’s just like riding a man, if you know what I mean.” She 
laughed again and nodded to her glass. “You didn’t know I was 
coming, so who else will be joining us?” 

“My brother who—” 

“Who what?” A deep voice with an Irish lilt drawled. “You didn’t 
tell me we would be dining with a beauty.” The man bowed to 
Anastasia and swung a chair over to the table next to her. 

Shades laughed and inclined his head toward the man. “Kyle, 
Anastasia, this is my older brother, Flanagan. He’s the local Alpha of 
these parts, and if there’s news, he knows all about it. My two 
companions are the ones I told you about, brother.” 

Kyle extended his hand and shook Flanagan’s while Anastasia 
offered the man a hungry look. 

“I can see the Irish in you, Shades.” She nodded to him. “But I 
don’t see the Irish in your brother. Only his manner and words give him 
away. But I do love a good Irishman. They so know how to please a 
woman.” She patted Flanagan’s arm. 

“Anastasia, we’re on business. You promised you’d behave.” 
Kyle laughed and gulped down his tumbler of blood and firewater. 
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Once again Shades felt as if he recognized the name. Why does it 
sound so familiar? 

“I am behaving, and who says we can’t have a good fling while 
we're on a case? Hell, wasn’t it about a year ago during our last 
assignment together we—” 

“Enough of the past,” Kyle interrupted her. “The way I figure it, 
we can rest for a few hours and head out tonight for Fire Town.” He 
leaned back and surveyed the saloon. 

“Tm afraid there is another problem. It seems the Creepers are 
following this renegade band of Drinkers. They’re not engaging them, 
but they are following them.” Flanagan stared at his brother as he 
slugged back a shot of blood and whiskey. 

“Shit! Did Dante show his face in town?” Shades growled and 
jumped up. His chair toppled over. He left it there and headed for the 
bar. 

His brother grabbed his arm. “No, he sent one of the ruffians into 
town to scope out the scene. I heard about it at the last minute, or I 
would have gone after him, Shades. I’m sorry.” He sighed and released 
his arm. 

Shades needed another bottle of the good stuff. To think he was 
now trailing after two lovers who had betrayed him. The very idea 
sickened him and ate at his stomach. “Give me the bottle under the 
counter, Sam,” Shades ordered as he felt Kyle’s presence next to him. 

“I take it you’ve run into this Creeper gang before?” Kyle leaned 
his back against the bar and crossed his ankles. 

“You could say that. There are about twenty Wolves, last we 
heard. I don’t mean to be rude, but they hate Life Drinkers, and they 
will do anything to start the wars again just to see the Drinkers suffer.” 
Shades poured another shot and turned, placing his back against the bar 
too. “About twenty years ago, I used to lead the Creepers until I 
couldn’t take it anymore. My lover, Dante, turned on me and took over 
the gang. He couldn’t accept the fact that I didn’t like the carnage or the 
cruelty they delivered to anyone who slighted them, especially Life 
Drinkers. My brother found me about three miles from here half-dead, 
as you did, but at least I didn’t lose anything that time except my 
pride.” He touched the corner of his bad eye. “It seems I can really pick 
them.” He slugged back the drink. 
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“We should get back to our seats. Anastasia is liable to eat your 
brother for supper if we’re not careful.” Kyle laughed, glancing at their 
table. 

“Believe me, my brother would love it. He refuses to settle down, 
saying there are too many women he hasn’t tasted yet.” Shades snorted 
and cast a sidelong glance at the handsome Conclave agent. 

“I suppose we should order our food,” said Shades. “It will be a 
while before we arrive at Fire Town, and who knows what we will be 
walking into.” He took one step away, but Kyle grabbed his arm, 
stopping him. 

“If you want to talk, we do have a long ride ahead of us.” Kyle 
released his arm and pushed away from the bar. 

At Kyle’s touch, Shades could have sworn a jaunting car had just 
run over him. He nodded, his heart thrashing painfully, and made his 
way back to their table. “How many men are you bringing, Flanagan?” 
Shades picked up his chair and sat down, extremely aware of Kyle’s 
every move. 

“I have twenty ready to ride out with us. I’m leaving the other 
half here to protect the town, just in case any of the Creepers double 
back. And Shades, we’ll get Dante this time. I promise.” 

“No. Dante is my problem, and PI deal with him personally,” 
Shades growled as he waited for the bartender to take their orders. 

The saloon was nearly full for the dinner hour, the local musician 
played the piano, its music tinny and uplifting, and the poker games 
had already started. Red ladies wandered from farmer to cowboy to the 
various miners filtering in from the silver mine two miles east of 
Hellbent. The aroma of raw as well as cooking meat drifted through the 
kitchen’s half doors. 

“Hey, Sheriff!” Sam called as he strode toward them from the bar. 
“Bobbie wants you to come over and sing a song for the crowd. It sure 
would help release some of the tension in the air. Also, Crank’s in the 
kitchen tonight, and he wants to know if you want your usual steak raw 
or partially cooked?” 

“Tell him I want the biggest steak he can find and to just drag it 
over the grill a couple of times. Hell, bring me the whole steer if you 
have it.” He pushed his chair back. “Excuse me, Anastasia. I might as 
well release some of my pent-up frustrations.” Shades walked over to 
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the piano player, his spurs jangling as he made his way around the 
table. He nodded to Bobbie, who started playing. 

Leaning against the piano, Shades sang. Everyone in the room 
turned to watch him, but Kyle’s reaction was the only one that mattered 
to Shades. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the Conclave agent sip 
his drink, paying rapt attention to him. 


“And I shall hear, tho’ soft you tread above me. 
And all my dreams will warm and sweeter be. 
If yov’ll not fail to tell me that you love me, 
I'll simply sleep in peace until you come to me. 
I'll simply sleep in peace until you come to me.” 


Shades ended the song and tipped his hat to the audience as he 
made his way back to his seat. Anastasia stood, clapping her hands. 
Tears dripped down her face. She wiped at them and settled in her 
chair. 

“You were magnificent!” She smiled at him as she fanned herself. 
“Never have I heard anyone sing that song with more heart than you 
did. I hear you prefer men, my dear. I would love to try and change 
your mind. I have yet to bed such a beautiful singer.” 

Shades smiled and kissed her proffered hand. “You weren’t 
kidding, were you, Kyle.” He laughed, sitting down as his steak was 
placed before him. 

“I told you she’d eat you up if you let her.” Kyle leaned over his 
plate. “You are very talented. Your voice is amazing.” 

For a moment, his gaze captured Kyle’s. Everything in the room 
disappeared, and a chill shot up Shades’s spine. 

“Shades, you know you have to stop and see Mum before we take 
off.” His brother slapped his back, drawing his attention away from 
Kyle. 

“I planned on doing that after I eat. I was going to ask her to 
borrow the jaunting car for Anastasia.” Shades put a big piece of steak 
in his mouth and moaned. “I swear, this tastes like heaven.” 

He licked his lips and noticed Kyle watching him. J think he’s 
more interested than he cares to admit. Shades suppressed the smile 
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that wanted to form. He finished chewing, swallowed, and slowly took 
another bite, savoring it. He made certain Kyle heard every moan and 
sigh he made. 

“Enough, Shades! It’s not like you’re making love.” His brother 
let out a loud guffaw, turning heads at the neighboring tables. 

“After I was left for dead in the cave, I thought I’d never again 
taste another of Crank’s steaks. I can’t help it if P’ m enjoying it. It’s not 
like I’m going to get a piece of ass tonight.” Shades looked right into 
Kyle’s face. “We’re going to be busy for the next two or three days. 
Soon we’ll be traveling to Fire Town, too, so we all should enjoy our 
drinks and meals while we can.” 

A young boy of about twelve ran up to their table. “Hey, Sheriff! 
I almost forgot, this came for you earlier. Some guy asked me to make 
sure you got it, and he gave me a big tip too.” The boy pushed a hatbox 
across the table. 

Shades wiped his mouth and stared at the box. A dark stain 
permeated the bottom edges of the carton, and the smell of death 
floated to him. “Shit. What did the man look like, kid?” He pulled out a 
coin from his vest pocket and handed it to the boy. 

“He was tall, dark hair like yours, but he wore all leather with his 
arms and chest bare. Oh, and he had a scar running from here to here.” 
The kid pointed to his arm, moving from the elbow to his fingers. 

“Damn it, Shades,” Flanagan snarled, “I honestly didn’t know 
Dante had ridden into town. Someone is going to pay for falling asleep 
on the job.” A long, low growl rattled in his chest, and then he yelled, 
“Carlton! Get over here!” He stood, looking for the man, one hand 
gripping the table edge, the muscles flexing and jumping as long, black 
claws erupted from his fingertips. 

The smaller man ran up to Shades’s brother and bowed. “What 
can I do for you, Alpha?” 

Flanagan’s eyes flashed with anger. “Find out who was guarding 
the town perimeters last night. And Carlton, make sure Tug and Bruno 
go with you.” 

Shades scowled as the cowardly man took off, tripping over the 
table behind him. “Why don’t you just put him out of his misery, 
brother? How can you have that bumbling dolt as part of your pack?” 
Baring his claws, Shades flicked his hand against the carton’s rope, 
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cutting it. He sensed someone’s life had abruptly ended. His muscles 
tightened, and emotions he’d believed long dead surfaced as Shades 
opened the box. His eyes widened, his mouth fell open, and the little 
food he had in his stomach threatened to come up. 

A single tear dripped down his face, and a lump the size of a 
millstone formed in his throat. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. 
No, no! This can’t be happening! Not her! There, staring up at him with 
sightless eyes, lay the head of his youngest sister. He would never hear 
her laugh or see her green eyes smiling up at him again. He snarled, the 
sound ominous and low. The beast within him broke loose. Pain sliced 
through his body as his bones and muscles shifted and reshaped, fangs 
pushed out of his gums, and his entire body trembled. 

Anastasia leaned forward and glanced into the box. She hissed, 
quickly sitting back in her seat. 

Shades grabbed the chair behind him and threw it across the 
room. The chair hit the hard counter and splintered into pieces. Half of 
the customers ran from the building, leaving only a few remaining 
patrons and the pack members. 

Flanagan sank to his chair, his head in his hands, fingers buried in 
his hair. “Etta said she and her son Nathan were going to see Aunt Meg 
two days ago,” he whispered, anger and pain brimming in his voice. “If 
Dante wants a clan war, then so be it!” Flanagan looked up, his eyes 
aglow with a red hue. “I know you’re sheriff here, brother, but I’m the 
alpha of the local pack, so I think it’s time to call in some markers. It 
seems we’re going to need more help than we thought.” 

Shades closed the box, his meal threatening to come up. He 
would never forget his sister’s expression frozen in horror. “Where’s 
Nathan now?” Shades asked his brother. 

“I don’t know,” Flanagan replied. His growing anger roughened 
his voice. “No one has seen or heard from him, not even Mum.” 

“Is that normal for him?” Anastasia asked. “Maybe something has 
happened to your nephew too.” 

“Nathan is....” Flanagan snorted in disgust. “Let’s just say our 
nephew has a tendency to be hot-headed, and he often does things 
without thinking. When he gets in trouble, Nathan is always running 
off to another town where he vents his frustrations on whores and with 
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firewater.” He sighed, the sound full of worry. “But if Nathan had been 
with his mother, Etta would never have been murdered.” 

Shades nodded. “Agreed, brother.” 

“That tells me Nathan has had one of his fits, for whatever reason, 
and left his mother alone,” Flanagan surmised, his gaze meeting 
Shades’s. 

“T fear the same,” Shades said. 

Kyle stepped around the table. “I’m sorry, Shades.” His warm 
hand landed on Shades’s arm. “Come. I'll go with you to your parents’ 
farm. I can rent a jaunting car later tonight after things settle down. You 
and your brother need to inform your family. We’ll meet back here at 
midnight.” 

Anastasia tapped her knife on the tabletop. “Ill help any way I 
can. They’ ll pay for what they’ve done to that poor young girl.” 

The venom in her words sent a chill up Shades’s spine. 
Regardless, he was grateful to have her on their side. 

She glanced over at him and nodded. “I mean what I say, Shades. 
I have no problem killing anyone who hurts the innocent or those who 
are family of my friends and colleagues.” 

“Let me go! You have no right to do this!” a man shouted as Tug 
and Bruno pushed through the doors and threw him against the bar. 

“Strip his shirt off, Bruno, and check his back.” Shades moved 
toward the scene as a fiery sensation assailed his body. His bones 
finished shifting positions, popping and grating, forcing him to pause in 
mid-stride as he endured the familiar pain. Stinging assaulted him, 
spreading along his skin beneath his clothing. Itching erupted in the 
soles of his feet, but he managed to subdue the desire to change 
completely. The last thing he needed to do was take time to hunt down 
or buy another pair of boots due to his wickedly sharp claws. Material 
ripped across his back, and, forcing the sensation into obedience, 
Shades prevented himself from morphing into total werewolf form. 

He stared across his half-formed muzzle and said, his speech 
guttural, “Who is this Moon Wolf?” 

“No! I have done nothing wrong,” the man slurred as he 
transformed into a werewolf. 

Shades’s brother stepped forward and placed his hand on the man, 
forcing the beast back in him. The Moon Wolf uttered an agonized 
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scream. For a moment, Shades almost pitied the man, for few had the 
ability to reverse a change, and when done, it caused the Wolf extreme 
pain. 

“Is there a small cross on the lower left of his back?” Shades 
asked. 

Bruno nodded. 

Kyle stepped up next to Flanagan. “If there’s one traitor, then 
there are more. It never fails.” 

“Anastasia can retrieve any information he has stored in that 
small brain of his.” Kyle rolled a cigarette and handed it to him. “She’s 
not only deadly but also very knowledgeable of our ancient and nearly 
forgotten ways.” 

The lady Drinker placed her slim, delicate hand on Flanagan’s 
arm. “Let me do this small favor for you and your family.” Her voice, 
raw with emotion and sadness, touched Shades. “I know what it’s like 
to lose a loved one,” she whispered, her eyes full of agony. 

“Anastasia’s baby sister was murdered too,” said Kyle, “so when 
anything bad happens to someone young, it affects her.” He nodded to 
her. “Plus I believe she has taken to your brother.” Kyle slowly made 
his way to her and touched her shoulder. “Are you okay?” 

She turned her gaze on him. “No.” She shook her head. “It’s too 
similar.” 

“There’s something more, isn’t there?” Kyle asked. 

Despite all the chaos, Shades caught Kyle’s slight nod toward 
Flanagan, hinting at something. 

“Now isn’t the time or place, Kyle. We’ll discuss it later.” She 
turned and stepped toward the Wolf the other men were restraining. 
“For now I have work to do.” 
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CHAPTER 
FIVE 


ONCE Anastasia finished delving into the Moon Wolf’s mind, she 
sighed with disappointment. “Nothing. He truly doesn’t know anything. 
He’s just a servant, someone who takes care of Dante’s needs, like 
running errands and performing menial jobs.” 


The man was released, and Anastasia returned to her seat. 


With their appetites gone, Kyle sat with his colleagues and 
watched as the remaining patrons, who were wary and confused, finish 
their meals and drinks in uneasy silence. The prostitutes kept close to 
the bar or the entertainment stage, their eyes wide and suspicious, their 
demeanors high-strung, as if they were poised to flee at any sudden 
noise or movement. 


Bobbie abandoned the piano and drew open the thick cotton 
curtains hanging across the stage. He sat at a large pipe organ standing 
against the back wall. Most of the red ladies joined him, some perching 
on the rim of the stage, others sitting on the floor around Bobbie and 
the organ. 


The musician withdrew several bottles of colored liquid from the 
organ bench and poured some of each flask in an array of tubes. He 
pulled a match from his pants pocket, struck it, and lit a wick on the big 
instrument’s side. Satisfied it was burning and heating well, Bobbie 
began pumping a lever. Within minutes, steam puffed out of the tallest 
copper tubes, but as Bobbie began to play, puffs of colored mist 
bloomed from the smaller tin pipes in the front of the machine as 
brilliant bubbles poured from vents on its sides. 


The longer Bobbie played, patrons began moving closer to the 
stage to drink. Two of the prostitutes started singing, their voices 
unprofessional but still pleasant to the ear. The bright hues of steam 
wafted over and around the stage as other red ladies danced and swayed 
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to the tune. The bubbles drifted through the saloon, their colors 
iridescent in the oil lamps’ soft illumination. 


“Since it seems the musician has succeeded in calming the 
saloon,” Anastasia announced and rose, smoothing her skirts, “I’m 
going to go to my room and freshen up. You can pick me up in the 
jaunting car on your way back through town.” 


“PIL walk you to the hotel, ma’am,” said Flanagan. He pushed his 
chair back and stood. Offering her a shaky arm, he smiled. “Allow me.” 


A pang of sympathy hit Kyle as he watched Anastasia thread her 
arm through Flanagan’s. 


She patted the Wolf’s arm. “Don’t worry, chéri.” She smiled up at 
him, her fangs glimmering in the dim light. “Not only will we help 
your brother and Kyle find the rubies, but we’ll also find and kill the 
monster who murdered your youngest sister.” 


“PIL walk as far as the jailhouse with you,” said Shades, his voice 
thick with emotion. 


The need to comfort Shades proved overwhelming, but Kyle 
reached for the half-full tumbler in front of him. “I’m going to have one 
more drink, and then Pll meet you and Flanagan at the stable.” Kyle 
downed the blood and whiskey he was working on. “I need to settle my 
nerves a bit more.” 


Shades rose. He picked up the box with his sister’s head and 
cradled it under one arm. His gaze met Kyle’s. Intense grief, fury, 
uncertainty, and the need for comfort roiled in his one vivid eye. 


It took mammoth effort, but Kyle remained seated instead of 
standing to embrace the Wolf. “Stay strong, Shades,” he said instead. 
“And see if the doc’s still in so you can have that eye checked.” 

Shades nodded and left the saloon with Flanagan and Anastasia. 

The pianist took a break from playing, and the whores wandered 
the saloon in hopes of scoring a few coins from lonely cowboys or 
miners. Kyle sat quietly watching them as he sipped his whiskey. 

Why did I offer to listen to Shades if he felt the need to talk? I 
don’t want to get involved with anyone right now. 

He shook the disturbing thoughts away and concentrated on the 
matters at hand. Did the volatile Jaburn know Kyle was tracking the 
rubies? Was he leading Kyle on a wild goose chase? If so, why? What 
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did Jaburn the Drainer have to gain by doing so? Kyle set his empty 
tumbler on the tabletop and eyed a young miner who had approached 
the bar. What was the purpose of Jaburn razing tiny mining towns? 


A chill swept over Kyle’s skin. 
Could it be to distract him from the rubies? 


Pouring one more drink, Kyle sat back in his chair and admired 
the way the young miner’s britches clung to his upper thighs. The man 
glanced over and smiled. Kyle returned the smile. Sniffing, he detected 
no odor of Moon Wolf or Life Drinker. This one was all human—and a 
handsome one at that. 


Kyle looked away and gulped down the whiskey. He had time to 
spare. It would be a good hour before the others were ready to go to 
Shades’s family home. He sneaked a glance at the miner and was 
rewarded with a broader suggestive smile. The human rolled his eyes to 
the right, indicating the staircase that led to the rented rooms, and he 
then stood, spoke to the bartender, who gave him a key, and placed a 
coin on the counter. The man strode to the stairs, where he ascended to 
the top floor and unlocked room number eight. 


As Kyle watched the way his thighs and ass flexed as he climbed 
the steps, Kyle’s groin tightened. He readjusted his cock and poured yet 
another tumbler full of liquor. He needed to keep his wits about him on 
this case, but the situation seemed to be leading to dark, murky 
territory. He sensed something terrible on the horizon. For now, a quick 
romp with a handsome partner and a few dulled nerves sounded like a 
perfect way to kill an hour or so. 


Kyle swigged down the glass’s amber contents. With the 
firewater burning his stomach and swirling through his veins, he 
sidestepped the advances of a blonde Drinker harlot in a scarlet 
petticoat, her tight chemise pulled dangerously low over her ample 
breasts. Another red lady sashayed toward him from the opposite 
direction, her long, dark hair loose down her back, her pale pink 
pantaloons swaying in time with her body. He tipped his hat politely to 
the two prostitutes. They both pouted as he offered them an apologetic 
grin and mounted the stairs. 

He turned on the landing, heading down the railed walkway, his 
prick becoming more and more uncomfortable the more he thought 
about sinking into the handsome miner’s ass. At room number eight, he 
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knocked gently, then turned the knob, entering a small room lit softly 
by a single hurricane lamp. 


The miner already stood naked by the bed. He turned, his member 
half-flaccid, but when the man saw Kyle, he smiled, and his cock 
twitched. 


“You’re a Drinker, aren’t you?” the man drawled. His dark gaze 
swept over Kyle from head to toe and back up again. 


“Yes,” said Kyle. He let his attention wander over the room. It 
didn’t appear there was any place someone might hide to attack. At 
ease, he added, “Is that a problem?” 


The miner shook his head. “No, but I am surprised that a Drinker 
would want to fuck a human. I thought the two races preferred only 
Wolves or Drinkers.” 


Kyle tossed his hat onto a tiny writing desk and unbuckled his 
gun belt to set it carefully on the floor next to its chair. “Most Wolves 
and Drinkers do prefer to stick within their races, but there are those of 
us who enjoy humans too. However, you should know that Drinkers are 
known to be rough lovers, and most humans cannot handle us.” 


“I can handle anything,” the man stated, his tone confident and 
slightly cocky. He quirked a dark eyebrow. “Can you?” 


Smirking, Kyle unfastened the buttons on his trousers. “Without a 
doubt... human.” 


“The name’s Owen.” He turned, bending over the bedside and 
displaying the inner pleasure awaiting Kyle. “And I assume you prefer 
to be the dominant one, Mr....?” 

“You don’t need my name, and yes, I prefer to dominate.” 

“Then come over here and show me how well a Drinker can 
fuck,” Owen stated, his voice husky. 

Kyle didn’t even bother to strip off his clothes. He approached the 
young man, let his trousers slide down around his knees, and placed his 
hands on either side of the human’s hips. 

He pushed back against Kyle. “Come on, lover. Fuck me.” 

“Don’t you want something to prevent the pain?” Sliding his 
painfully hard cock along Owen’s ass crack, Kyle closed his eyes, 
anticipating the feeling of having him encasing it in a hot, tight sleeve. 
“Drinkers are much bigger than human men.” 
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“Just give it to me!” 


Kyle spat on his fingers and slicked Owen’s anus with the spittle. 
At his touch, the man groaned and shoved his ass out farther. He braced 
himself with his forearms on the bed, his ass displayed for easy access. 
Kyle pressed his cock against the tight tan star between Owen’s butt 
cheeks. 


“Ready?” Kyle asked, his breathing escalating. 

“Now, give it to me now, damn it!” 

“You asked for it.” Kyle pushed his penis against Owen’s 
opening. 

The ring of muscle parted, and not able to restrain himself, Kyle 
shoved into his partner’s ass so hard and fast that Owen cried out. 


“Uh! Yes!” Kyle said. 
“Come on,” Owen snapped. “Fuck me!” 


At first Kyle began moving in and out of him slowly. Each time 
he thrust into Owen’s snug, hot sleeve, the man met his thrust with an 
even harder back thrust, driving Kyle’s cock ever deeper into his body. 
The tingling began in the base of Kyle’s spine. He needed release, 
needed to shoot his cum into a willing ass, and now that he had it, he 
could do it roughly with Owen, who wanted more and more. 


Owen shoved backward, his ass almost taking in every inch of 
Kyle’s large member. The man oh’ed and ah’ed, even wiggling his hips 
around in little circles. 


The heat built in Kyle’s spine. It spread into his hips and settled 
in his balls. He gripped Owen’s waist and pushed into him again. He 
watched as his rigid penis, slick with spit and pre-cum, slid into 
Owen’s anus, the ring of muscles hugging it, caressing it. 


“More!” Owen yelled. 


Kyle thrust faster. The heady stinging sensation moved from his 
testicles into his shaft. The cum surged through it, and he stiffened. 
Letting out a grunt followed by a growl, he pumped his essence into 
Owen’s ass. Stiffening, Owen issued a delighted shout and bucked as 
he came on the bedsheet. 

For a moment, Kyle stood still as he caught his breath, but 
Shades’s face floated through his mind’s eye. Guilt assaulted him. He 
withdrew from the human’s body and pulled his undergarment and 
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pants up. On shaky legs, he stepped over to the water basin. Behind 
him, the springs of the bed creaked as Owen lay down on it. Using a 
rough guest cloth, Kyle wiped himself off, then poured water into the 
porcelain basin and washed his genitals. 

“Maybe we’ll meet again,” said Owen. 

A match was struck, and the aroma of tobacco drifted over Kyle. 
He glanced over at the human, who lay on the mattress shaking out the 
match as he toked on a half-burnt cigarette. 

“Maybe,” Kyle finally replied. He buttoned his pants, strapped on 
his gun belt, and slapped his hat back on his head. Still feeling a strange 
sense of guilt and becoming pissed off at it, Kyle stomped downstairs 
and through the saloon. 

He needed fresh air. 

Instead of feeling relaxed and relieved after a quick fuck, Kyle 
felt stressed and guilty. Why the hell should the thought of Shades 
bother me so much? 

Disgruntled, he stomped down the plank walk, his spurs jingling 
angrily. The desert wind had calmed to a gentle zephyr. Stars winked in 
the heavens, and in the distance, a pack of coyotes howled. Laughter 
from a group of youngsters down the street reached Kyle. 

At the jailhouse, he found Shades sitting at the desk, the cells 
empty and the deputies gone. 

“Where is everyone?” asked Kyle as he approached the desk. 

“T sent them after Flanagan’s men in case they needed the law to 
back them up.” Shades didn’t look at him. “And the doc’s not in, so I 
decided to sit here and give Anastasia time to freshen up.” 

“For what it’s worth, Shades, I’m terribly sorry about your sister.” 

“Thank you.” 

Kyle sat on the corner of the desk. He studied the top of Shades’s 
head. The oil lamps were turned up, and their illumination ignited deep 
blue highlights in Shades’s jet-black hair. 

“I’m not very good at comforting others,” said Kyle. He struggled 
with the odd shame that seemed to haunt him. “I’m always at a loss on 
what to say to comfort someone.” 

Shades raised his head and sat back in his chair. He studied Kyle 
for a long moment, his one good eye accusing and full of hurt. 
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He sniffed hard, tipped his head back, and sniffed again. “Maybe 
not, but it seems you’re quite adept at finding comfort for yourself. Not 
only have you had more than one more drink, you have the smell of sex 
and a male human on you.” 


Surprise ripped through Kyle. Damn, he’d been so wrapped up in 
himself he’d forgotten he’d carry the aroma of his tryst at the saloon. 

“So much for preferring women, eh?” 

The accusation in Shades’s one eye was too much. Kyle looked 
away and stared at a knothole in the jailhouse floor. His guilt grew 
from a small pebble to the size of one of the desert sand dunes. 

“Why mislead me, Kyle?” 

“Why not?” Kyle replied, keeping his tone neutral. “I have a job 
to do and don’t have time to get involved with anyone—man or 
woman.” 

“Fine.” The Moon Wolf rose and mashed his hat down on his 
head. “Let’s go pick up Anastasia and get this night over with.” 

He turned and walked out of the jailhouse without a backward 
glance at Kyle. 

The guilt Kyle felt turned to irritation. How were his bedmates 
any of Shades’s business? He didn’t have to answer to the Wolf sheriff. 
He had a job to do for the Conclave and two races to save from an 
impending war. That’s all that was important... wasn’t it? 

With a sigh, he followed Shades outside. 
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CHAPTER 
SIX 


SHADES stepped out onto the wooden platform and inhaled the night 
air, trying to erase the scents of Kyle’s tryst. He knew it was none of 
his business what the Drinker did, but for some reason, Kyle meant 
more to him than he was willing to admit. 


Kyle moved to his side and scanned the town. “You ready?” 


Not trusting his own words, Shades kept his mouth shut. He made 
his way to the stable to meet his brother, his sister’s head in its hatbox 
coffin still cradled in his arms. He didn’t know how his mother was 
going to take this, especially after they had just buried their father six 
months ago. 


Turning the corner to the stable, Shades stopped and shook his 
head. Flanagan stood at the paddock with the youngest of their entire 
family, Shawn. Tears dripped down Shawn’s young face as he held on 
to Flanagan. 


“Shades....” Kyle stepped up next to him. 


“Don’t! I don’t need your pity, Kyle.” Moving across the dirt 
road, Shades stared at his brothers. The stable, the town, and everything 
else faded as he struggled with the pain his brothers were feeling too. 
Nothing else mattered to him except his family. 


“Watch out!” Kyle yelled and pushed Shades out of the way of a 
steamcoach that was as silent as the night. “Damn it, Shades. I think 
you just need to tell me everything you know and stay home where it’s 
safe.” 

“Thank you, but no. I'll be fine.” With adrenaline singing through 
his body from the close call, Shades pulled the box tighter to his body. 
“There is no way I’m staying here.” His spurs clinked when they met 
the ground, each step heavier than the next. He could’ve sworn 
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someone had tied a steam engine to his legs. He approached his little 
brother, whose eyes were the size of saucers. 


Shawn stared at the box in Shades’s hand. “Is that her...a...?” 


“Yes. Let’s go home.” Shades’s voice trembled, and he carefully 
handed Flanagan the stained hatbox. Their gazes collided, and Shades 
knew his brother’s facial expression matched his grief-stricken one. 
Breaking from his gaze, Shades jumped up on his horse. Gently, 
Flanagan handed over their precious little sister to him for protection 
until they reached the farm. 


Flanagan turned and climbed onto his horse, hauling Shawn up 
behind him. 


Shades was thankful that neither Flanagan nor Kyle said anything 
during their ride to the family ranch. 


Irrigation funnels ran from the shallow river and across their 
property’s arid ground, watering their cattle. His father had always 
been a step ahead of everyone when it came to new inventions, but this 
one system had made their ranch unique to all the surrounding areas. 
Ranchers and farmers came from miles away just to talk to his father 
about his inventions. 


Shades gazed at the farm with pride. PU miss your smile and 
warmth, Dad. 


Clan members ran beside them in wolf form as they drew closer 
to their home. The eerie howl of their grief interrupted the desert 
silence. One stray wolf sat on the hillock ahead of them, staring out 
across their homestead. 


Shades knew instantly the Wolf was his sister’s new mate. The 
Wolf’s head hung low, and then his cry of denial filled the air. The 
soulful sound urged a single tear to drop onto Shades’s hand. Two 
members of his family dead within six months was just too much to 
accept. 

They rode up to the big ranch house. Over twenty horses were 
tied up to the rails out front. Obviously, his family and friends had 
received the bad news about their sister. 

Handing the box to his brother, Shades slid off his horse. Kyle 
dismounted next to him. 


COWBOY RUBIES 43 


“Maybe I should just wait out here,” offered Kyle. “I don’t want 
to interfere.” 


“No, come inside,” Flanagan spoke ahead of them as he moved to 
the front porch. 


Their mother stood in the doorway looking so small and broken. 
“We’ve brought our little sister home, Mum.” 
Flanagan’s words brought a lump to Shades’s throat. 


Their mother’s hands trembled as she took the container from 
him, her eyes swollen and red. “Come... your uncles and the rest of the 
family are here. They want to go with you tonight. They’ve already got 
the jaunting car prepared for travel.” She nodded to Kyle. “You’re 
always welcome in my home, Mr. Vanderbelt. Thank you for saving 
my son. I don’t know what I would have done if he’d been murdered 
too.” She gulped and brought her hand up to Shades’s face. “Has the 
doctor looked at your eye?” she choked out. 


“No, Mum. But I’m okay. It’s healing the best it can. Don’t worry 
about me. You just take care of yourself.” He kissed her cheek and 
followed her into the parlor. 


Family and friends filled the room. Emotions hung thick in the 
air. Shades turned and strode to the bedroom his mother still 
maintained for him. He needed to go over his journal. The memory of 
his father sitting down with all his kids at night with their journals put a 
small smile on his face. His father had known what the pressure of 
being the alpha of the family could do to a person. At an early age, his 
father had made sure each of his children kept a diary. 


Shades opened his door and sighed. The fragrance of his sister 
drifted to him. He closed his eyes and imagined Etta smiling at him as 
she dusted and straightened the room. 


“Tm so sorry, dear sister. Pll get Dante for this, I promise,” he 
whispered and sat down on the big bed, where he grabbed his journal 
from underneath the mattress. Nothing had changed since he had been 
here. His clothes were folded and placed on his desk like he’d left them 
three weeks ago. Toys from his childhood lined the top shelf of his 
room, waiting for the next child to play with them. 


Shaking his head, Shades flipped open his journal and turned to 
the pages he knew held an entry that might confirm his suspicions. Just 
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as he suspected, Scott had mentioned the rubies a couple times, 
debating the existence of the Ruby Moon God, asking him questions 
about the races and the Conclave that Shades didn’t have answers for. 
That’s when Shades found the comment about the Conclave. 


It really bothered me when Scott asked if I thought the Conclave 
merely used the Ruby Moon God and the rubies to keep control of the 
two races, he’d written in an entry dated two months ago. /’m 
wondering why a Conclave agent is out here in this wasteland with no 
real mission to complete. Is Scott looking for the rubies or does he 
already have them? Word throughout all the mining towns is that the 
rubies have been stolen. Could my lover be the thief? If he is, my job 
and my very life is in danger. I hate to do it, but I think it’s time to end 
our relationship. 


A small slip of telegraph paper fell out of his diary, and he 
grabbed it. “Shit, I forgot all about this.” 


“Shades, you okay?” Kyle asked from the doorway. 


He held out the telegraph slip. “I found this a couple of months 
back in a Fire Town hotel room I rented one night.” He prayed Kyle 
didn’t question him about his stay there. “You might want to take a 
look.” 


Kyle moved into the room and sat next to Shades on the bed, 
Kyle’s leg brushing his as he read the message. “Damn, this could be 
anyone,” said Kyle. “It doesn’t give much information, but it’s still 
suspicious.” He read again, this time aloud. “Meet me in Fire Town to 
discuss the gems.” He looked up, meeting Shades’s gaze. “The gems 
could be anything, but I’m betting they’re the missing rubies. Now it 
seems we have to worry about someone else in the Conclave besides 
Scott being a traitor too. Something just isn’t adding up.” 


“A direct inquiry to the Conclave in Ruby City would potentially 
alert the culprit we’re on to them,” Shades stated. “If we had the time, 
we could find out who sent the message, but with only two nights left, 
we can’t ride halfway around the country looking for information. It 
looks like we’re going to have to handle this from our end.” Shades 
leaned back on the bed and inhaled Kyle’s scent. The ride out to the 
ranch had erased the odors of the other male on him. Now all he could 
smell was the Drinker’s intoxicating aroma. 


COWBOY RUBIES 45 


Kyle tucked the paper into his shirt pocket and turned to Shades. 
“Your mother said they would postpone the funeral service until we 
catch the responsible party.” 


Shades nodded. “She wants all of us here, and we should be. We 
better get moving. There’s only a few hours left of the night.” Shades 
started to get up, but Kyle pulled him back down onto the bed. His grip 
was strong but gentle. 


“Tm sorry about earlier, Shades. I didn’t mean to mislead you 
about... well....” He slid his hand up Shades’s arm, sending a chill 
down Shades’s spine. 


“Don’t tease me, Kyle. I’m holding on by a thread. I don’t need 
this.” He grabbed a handful of Kyle’s hair. “You need to make up your 
mind what you want. However, be warned that if you want me, I don’t 
share.” He tugged on his hair and stood. “Let’s go. My brother is 
waiting for us.” 


KYLE sat next to Shades during the trip back to Hellbent. Flanagan 
drove the jaunting cart in silence as it jolted and swayed over the ruts in 
the road. Steam puffed from the undersides of the vehicle, and every 
now and then the engine hiccupped and shuddered. 


Once they reached the hotel, Kyle would retrieve his traveling 
satchel so he had his tools at his disposal. A bad feeling ate at his gut, 
and his Drinker senses told him to be prepared for the worst. The moon 
had risen high, so the hour was growing late. If they wanted to achieve 
anything this night, they’d better move quickly or more valuable time 
would be wasted. Kyle studied the celestial orb, its crimson color 
slightly darker than the night before. 


Yes, we must focus on our quest. Time is running out. 


At least the wind had died. He hated traveling when grit and sand 
filled the air, stinging all exposed skin, clogging the airways and 
irritating his eyes. 

The issue of time awakened a bit of remorse in Kyle. He shot 
Shades a sidelong glance. It wasn’t that he wasn’t interested in the man, 
but he couldn’t get involved with anyone, at least not now. The case 
was more important, so until it was solved, he had to keep his distance. 
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Besides, he’d only just met Shades Hollowvale, so he couldn’t have 
any feelings for the Moon Wolf. It was too soon, and the idea of a 
romance was ludicrous. 


And if the rubies were not found in the next two days and peace 
restored, love and happiness would be a thing of the past. Survival 
would be of the utmost importance. 


Kyle looked at Flanagan, who sat on the tall driver’s seat in front 
of and slightly above them. With his back ramrod stiff and his attention 
straight ahead, the alpha seemed lost in thought. Kyle felt bad for the 
Hollowvale people. It was a shame that they’d lost their youngest girl, 
but when all of this was said and done, perhaps they’d be able to find 
solace. 


“Look,” said Kyle, his voice low so that only Shades could hear 
him. “I don’t know what sort of impression you got when we first met, 
but I don’t have time to get involved with anyone, male or female. It’s 
the last thing on my mind right now, so I apologize if you felt I 
somehow misled you.” 


Shades turned his head, his one good eye glowing eerily in the 
moonlight. “You implied you like women.” He sniffed long and hard, 
held it in his nostrils, and then released the breath. “Every once in a 
while I can still detect the aroma of a male human on you. I smell the 
exchange of bodily fluids.” 


The haughty tone of Shades’s voice rankled Kyle. “Sometimes I 
do prefer a woman over a man, but it doesn’t really matter, does it? I 
never gave you any signs I wanted you, Shades. I’m not interested, 
period. Got that?” Inwardly he cringed at the wounded expression that 
flashed through the Wolf’s eye, but anger quickly replaced it. Before 
Shades could utter a retort, Kyle rushed on. “The only important thing 
is finding those rubies and keeping peace between the races.” 


The Moon Wolf quirked an eyebrow. “Oh? So my sister’s murder 
isn’t important?” 

“That’s not what I meant.” Kyle glowered at him. If it wasn’t for 
the fact the Wolf was in so much anguish over his sister, Kyle would 
have slugged him for that comment. He sighed and added, “Tf all hell 
breaks loose between the Moon Wolves and the Life Drinkers, your 
sister’s death won’t matter, will it?” 
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That revelation sobered Shades. His mouth flattened into a thin 
line, and he glanced away, staring out at the feeble lights emanating 
from Hellbent a mile or so away. 


“Besides, you were the one complaining about someone named 
Scott, so I’m guessing Scott Bashian was your last lover.” 


Shades said nothing, but Kyle caught the action of his Adam’s 
apple as the Wolf swallowed hard. “I’m right, aren’t I?” Kyle snapped 
quietly. 

“So?” Shades kept his gaze trained on the mining town. 


“So I’m not a replacement, got that?” He snorted, leaned closer, 
and whispered, “The question is: can you be trusted?” 


“I’m the sheriff of Hellbent,” Shades whispered back with venom. 
“It’s my duty to serve and protect. Integrity is part of my job. I ended 
my relationship with that jackass because if he is the ruby thief, how 
would that make me look? It puts my life in danger!” 


“And as the sheriff, your first priority, whether you like it or not, 
is to protect the citizens of your town. You can’t allow Etta’s death to 
cloud your judgment.” 


A low, ominous rumble issued from Shades. “Damn you, Kyle.” 


“Look,” Kyle said with a sigh. “If we meet up with Dante’s gang 
while we’re solving the theft of the rubies, we’ll handle it and you can 
get your revenge, but until then let your brother and his band of Wolves 
take care of things, all right?” 

Shades said nothing, his face a stoic mask. 

The jaunting cart fell into a rut, jostling them so hard that Shades 
nearly fell over in Kyle’s lap. The Wolf caught himself, his large, warm 
hand palming Kyle’s crotch. Instantly, Kyle’s prick leapt to life. 

Shades righted himself and pressed deeper into the corner of the 
seat. “My apologies,” he muttered. 

“Sorry about that, fellas,” Flanagan said over his shoulder. “I was 
swerving one rut but found another.” 

Kyle willed his cock to subside, but Shades’s innocent touch had 
ignited a need in him that a quick fuck in a saloon couldn’t extinguish. 

Damnation and double damnation! He sighed, closed his eyes, 


and breathed deeply. This case is going to be difficult in more ways 
than one. 
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“Let’s just get this infernal job finished,” Shades muttered, his 
tone offended. “Then you can go back to the Ruby City and your easy 
life.” 


Leaning closer, Kyle replied, “I have nothing against you, Shades. 
I like you and I think you’re a wonderful person. However, it’s 
essential that I put the needs of the races before my own.” 


At that, Shades looked directly at him, sending a thrill winding 
through Kyle. “Does that mean you’re interested in me?” 


Aw, hell. If he told the truth, he sensed Shades would chase his 
ass full tilt, but if he lied, he’d only alienate the Wolf even more. But if 
I don’t lie, he’ll think my words meaningless. I can’t allow him any 
leeway or he'll try to distract me. 


“T think you’re a good, dependable friend, Shades.” 


The expression that crossed Shades’s face spoke volumes. “Fine. 
Whatever you want. Let’s just get this shit over with.” 


Chagrined, Kyle grimaced. He didn’t like upsetting Shades, but 
the Wolf seemed to think more with his heart—or was it his libido? — 
than he did his brain. With Etta’s murder, Shades could be seeking 
comfort more than anything else, but whatever the real reason for his 
sheriff companion’s interest, Kyle had to keep his head clear and his 
emotions under lock and key. 


Falling for someone was not an option, and if it meant he had to 
find a warm, willing body in a saloon to satisfy his needs, then so be it. 
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CHAPTER 
SEVEN 


ONCE they reached the hotel, Kyle hopped out of the jaunting cart. 
Without a backward glance, he said, “Ill fetch Anastasia and my tool 
satchel. If you need anything from the jailhouse, Shades, now’s the 
time to grab it.” 

He turned, dodging a vampire couple who emerged from the town 
restaurant. They nodded politely, and then the man tucked the woman’s 
gloved hand into the crook of his arm to continue along the plank walk. 
Entering the hotel and determined to be on their way, Kyle rushed up 
the stairs, his spurs jangling like tiny cymbals. The sooner they 
gathered all the clues they could for this case, the sooner the situation 
could be controlled and he could return to the Conclave, forever done 
with this dry, dusty hellhole. 

In his room, Kyle shrugged out of his shirt and pulled a vest of 
chainmail from his tool kit. He slipped it over his undershirt, fastened 
the front with clips, and tugged his shirt back on, doing up all the 
buttons. A bandana was the next item he withdrew from the satchel. 
Lined with a thinner, more delicate chainmail, the big handkerchief 
would increase his chances if a bullet should find its way to his neck or 
throat. It could even protect his face should he have need to draw it up 
over his mouth and nose. Although a bullet hitting his face through the 
thinner chainmail would leave a nasty bruise, it was better than instant 
death or a life of being maimed. 

Next, Kyle took two long, silver cartridges and knelt, inserting 
one in the toe of each boot. On the inside of each heel, he slid a tiny 
switch to the right, then rocked back on both heels, testing the spring- 
loaded ejectors. Immediately, a blade popped from the tips of each 
cowboy boot. He cracked both heels against the floor, and both 
weapons disappeared into their compartments. 
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Satisfied, he straightened and reached for his coat. Although it 
was proper etiquette for a Resolution Agent to wear his formal coat 
whenever possible, he refused to do so in the desert regions except for 
when the temperature dropped at night. Now, however, he needed the 
coat’s roomy sleeves and pockets to hold and conceal the various 
gadgets and tools he might need for tonight’s trip to Fire Town. Kyle 
removed a few more things from the kit, tied the satchel shut, and left 
the room. 

At Anastasia’s door, he rapped on it three times. “You ready?” he 
called loudly. 

The door opened. Dressed in pants, a black blouse, and a black 
leather vest, Anastasia regarded him with curiosity. 

“How did it go out at the Hollowvale farm?” she asked. 

He groaned. “Tense, to say the least.” His gaze wandered over his 
female companion. 

“Something wrong?” she asked. 

“Well.” He leaned against the doorframe. “I was thinking you 
should dress the part of a red lady and see what you could find out in 
Fire Town’s saloon.” He grinned. “After all, you’re a Conclave spy.” 

“Hmm....” Anastasia tipped her head to one side, her fiery curls 
gleaming in the lamplight. “I really hate to be caught in a scuffle 
wearing a corset.” 

“So do you have information that someone is lying in wait for 
us?” 

“T just have a bad feeling about this, Kyle.” She turned and picked 
up a feminine-style cowboy hat sitting on a side table. 

“That makes two of us, my dear.” 

Anastasia paused as she was about to put the hat on. “Should I go 
ahead and change for the part?” She stood with one foot out and 
waggled it to and fro. 

“No.” Kyle shook his head, laughing. “Your boots are as red as 
your hair. You can be a brazen hussy without the petticoats.” 

Laughter spilled out of her, and she swatted his shoulder. “You 
know me so well!” 

Laughing harder, Kyle stepped back so Anastasia could exit and 
pull the door shut. He escorted her downstairs and out to the jaunting 
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cart where he helped her into the foremost backseat. Climbing in to sit 
next to her, he looked around. 

Flanagan shifted in the driver’s seat. “My brother should be along 
any minute. He went to grab extra ammunition from the jailhouse.” His 
gaze wandered over Anastasia. 

The desirous manner in which the alpha Wolf looked at her 
amused Kyle. Granted, Anastasia was very easy on the eyes, but 
Flanagan had no idea what he was getting himself into should he decide 
to pursue the woman. She could wear a man to a nub and then demand 
more. Besides, a relationship with a certified spy would end in misery. 
As an alpha, Flanagan probably wouldn’t consider sharing Anastasia 
with another male, and Kyle couldn’t see her giving up her 
promiscuous ways. The /ady vampire enjoyed sex too much. 

Anastasia noticed Flanagan’s interest and smiled widely, 
revealing her fangs. Just as quickly as she’d met the Wolf’s gaze, she 
glanced away and nervously adjusted her hat. 

Anastasia playing coy? What the hell? That woman would hump 
a man in the middle of a church service if she could get away with it. 
Kyle made a mental note to ask her about Flanagan later. 

Footsteps drew his attention. He turned and spotted Shades 
approaching. The sheriff had donned a jacket and slung an extra gun 
belt over one shoulder with a holstered pistol in it. Without meeting 
Kyle’s gaze, he climbed into the seat behind Kyle and Anastasia. 

“My deputies are all on duty for the remainder of the night,” said 
Shades. “I don’t want anyone infiltrating Hellbent while we’re away. 
The last thing we need is to return to find the town razed to the 
ground.” 

“Good point,” Anastasia said, turning in her seat. “We’ll be gone 
for several hours.” 


SEVERAL minutes later, as they left Hellbent on their way out across 
the desert road, Shades lowered his hat and scanned the distant brush. 
“Shit! Flanagan, I thought you had Etta’s mate under lock and key at 
home. We can’t have him running and alerting all of our men,” Shades 
yelled. 
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Flanagan turned and glanced out at the desert. “Wait. There they 
are. Davis and Trombone have him. They’ ll take him back home.” 

The jaunting car hit a hole, sending Anastasia into Kyle’s lap and 
jarring everyone until it came to a dead stop. 

“I suggest you remove your hand from Kyle’s cock, Anastasia. 
We’ve discussed your appetite, and I’m more than willing to provide 
for you. I’m a patient man, but I have my limits,” Flanagan growled 
and dug his clawed hand into the back of his seat. 

Kyle set Anastasia up. “Sweetheart, I think it would be wise if 
you sat up front on his lap. We don’t need this kind of distraction right 
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now. 

Shades caught the red flash in the woman’s eyes an instant before 
she snapped, “You have no right to tell me what I can and can’t do. If I 
want to fuck Kyle, or for that matter your brother, I will. So settle 
down, Wolf boy, I haven’t agreed to anything.” Anastasia leaned 
toward Flanagan. “Now, we have a job to do. I suggest you turn 
yourself around and move this thing before I drain you.” 

Shades shook his head and sat back. “Flanagan, watch out for her 
claws. I don’t want to have to explain to Mum how her jaunting car got 
scratched up.” He smirked at his brother, who just growled again. 

Flanagan grabbed the back of Anastasia’s neck and drew her 
closer. “Do I have to prove to you right here and now that you’re mine, 
because I will,” he mumbled against her throat. With his other hand, he 
cupped her breast and squeezed. 

Anastasia hissed and tipped her head back. 

“Plus, I don’t think my little brother would be too keen on you 
fucking the man he has marked as his, now would he?” 

“Damn it, Flanagan, you’ve gone too far! Leave me out of your 
little fling,” Shades demanded. 

“By the Ruby Moon God, we’re running out of time!” Kyle 
snatched his hat from his head, his face a mask of irritation. “Anastasia, 
get up front now. Sit on his damn lap if you have to. You can play 
house later. Shades, shut up, and Flanagan, you might be alpha, but I 
decide who and when I fuck someone—and that is the last thing on my 
mind. I have a case to solve, dammit! Now get this thing moving,” he 
snapped and pushed Anastasia toward the front. “Damnation! You’re 
all trying my patience with your banter and squabbling.” 
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Shades moved to Anastasia’s seat. Rigid, Kyle sat next to him, his 
attention somewhere outside the car. 

Anastasia turned around, facing them, and smiled. “Watch it, 
Kyle, or I just might have to tell cowboy here about that night. You 
know... the one where you and your lover cornered me.” She glanced 
down at her nails. “I’ve always known you prefer men, but when you 
told me that you and your partner wanted some change, I was more 
than ready to help.” Her eyes, the size of saucers, met Kyle’s gaze. 
“Never cross a lady.” 

“Turn around now, Anastasia. I don’t need to hear about your past 
flings,” Flanagan ordered. “I’m trying to drive.” 

The motor revved to life, and the car jerked forward. 

“Don’t say a word, Shades, not one word,” Kyle whispered, but 
anger laced his voice. 

“Wasn’t going to say anything, plus you know where I stand.” 
Shades rested his arm on the seat behind Kyle. “It’s not like I haven’t 
done the same thing too.” He tugged on Kyle’s hair. 

“Knock it off, Flanagan.” Anastasia elbowed the alpha’s gut. “I 
told you not to start anything serious yet. You know I have something I 
have to finish, but you just had to open that damn sexy mouth.” She 
tapped her red boot against the side of the seat. 

“You still have the time you need, but I’m not going to sit by and 
watch you manhandle other men. This other matter better be over 
tonight as you promised me earlier,” Flanagan warned over the roar of 
the steam engine. 

Shades didn’t know what was going on with his brother. Never 
had he shown this much attention to one female. Regardless, he sensed 
something amiss with Anastasia. His senses told him not to trust her, 
and they were never wrong. 
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CHAPTER 
EIGHT 


KYLE shifted his cock in his pants. The constant touch of Shades’s 
hand was driving him crazy, but he was determined to ignore it. He still 
couldn’t believe Anastasia’s venom toward him earlier. Something was 
wrong. Until now they’d always gotten along famously. And what the 
hell was the matter Flanagan insisted that she settle tonight? 

He’d seen sexual tension between Flanagan and Anastasia, but 
after their argument, he now wondered if there wasn’t more going on. 
Drinkers and Wolves usually preferred their own race for sexual 
partners or mates, but when two opposites came together, the 
relationship was explosive at best. 

He glanced over at Shades. Looks like I’m the pot calling the 
kettle black. 

Flanagan adjusted the lever controlling the steam power and 
slowed the car down. “We’re close. The pack is splitting around the 
town. They all know the signal. Shades, you should go and see if you 
can catch the scent of Dante or his gang. We don’t need to be caught in 
a trap,” he ordered. 

“Who’s the sheriff here?” Shades shot back with irritation. “You 
might be alpha of your pack, dear brother, not to mention older than 
me, but that doesn’t mean you can order me around. I want justice for 
Etta, too, but I have to put Hellbent first.” 

Kyle tensed and looked up at Flanagan, whose expression 
changed from annoyance to apologetic. 

“I’m sorry, Shades. You’re right. You have the responsibility of 
an entire town to consider too.” 

Anastasia hugged him and then kissed his cheek, offering 
comfort. 
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Placing a hand on his brother’s shoulder, Shades said, “We’ll find 
Etta’s murderer. I promise. But we can’t go racing into Fire Town with 
guns blazing and our claws bared. Patience and care are our best 
weapons right now.” 

Head bowed, his brother nodded. Shades clapped him on the 
back, then turned and stripped out of his clothes. He threw them in the 
car and then removed his eye patch and tossed it on top of his garments. 

Unable to keep his attention diverted, Kyle ogled every hard line 
and lean, rippling muscle of Shades’s body. Damnation! That Moon 
Wolf is one fine specimen when in human form. His prick twitched, and 
he shifted position, trying to quell the lust mounting within him. Z know 
he doesn’t want to destroy his clothes, but I can tell he’s enjoying his 
display of flesh a bit too much. 

Shades caught his gaze and smiled. Even with the empty eye 
socket healing, the absence of his eye lent him a rugged look that made 
him all the more appealing. 

The bastard! Kyle glanced away. Why does he have to do that 
shit? This isn’t a game. 

“PII be back in a minute.” Shades grinned wider and began 
shifting. 

As his Wolf comrade transformed into beast form, Kyle couldn’t 
help but admire the strength and tenacity of such a creature. The shift 
from man to animal caused Moon Wolves pain, but as they grew and 
matured, they learned how to deal with the discomfort and channeled it 
into their supernatural abilities. The way their muscles twisted and 
reformed, the manner in which their bones popped and reshaped, and 
the frightening display of human skull converting to a lycanthrope’s 
inspired awe no matter how many times Kyle witnessed it. 

“He’s the best tracker we have,” Flanagan stated from the 
navigation seat, jarring Kyle out of his thoughts. “If Dante or Jaburn 
the Drainer is near, my brother will know.” Shades jumped out of the 
car and stretched. “Same goes for locating Scott if he’s in the area.” 

Kyle nodded and hopped out on the other side. He watched as the 
lone Wolf searched for clues. Shades seems so alone out there. His gut 
clenched. Stop worrying about the Wolf. He can take care of himself. 
An image of Shades in the cave, beaten and bloody, flashed through his 
mind. Damnation! I’ve got to keep my mind clear. 
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Flanagan jumped down and joined him on the other side of the 
jaunting car. “We’re lucky Scott was my brother’s last lover. He’ll 
instantly recognize his scent. It’s too bad Scott hurt him, though.” 

The implications behind Flanagan’s statement urged Kyle to bare 
his fangs, but he kept calm. He’s just looking out for his younger 
brother, that’s all. 

“When it comes to relationships, Shades has a tendency to pick 
the wrong kind of men.” Flanagan stared hard at Kyle. “Don’t hurt my 
brother. I have a feeling you’re more important to him than any of his 
past lovers ever were. Another failed affair would destroy Shades.” 

“There is nothing between me and your brother, and I intend to 
keep it that way,” Kyle said, his voice low so Shades’s werewolf ears 
wouldn’t detect them. “The rubies are all that matters to me.” He met 
Flanagan’s intense gaze, saw the upset his words caused, and rushed 
onward. “I mean it. Everything depends on finding and returning the 
moon gems. Your sister’s murder, the obvious feelings you have for 
Anastasia—tt will all mean nothing if Earth is plunged into war.” 

The alpha stood quietly watching his brother move from cacti to 
rock to sand dune. 

Finally, Kyle said, “And even if there was a chance of something 
happening between me and Shades—and there isn’t—it’s our business, 
not yours. I realize he’s been hurt, but we all have past ghosts that 
haunt us, Flanagan. Some just hide them better than others do.” 

“Kyle, the most important thing to me is finding Etta’s murderer, 
but know that I do understand and respect where you’re coming from.” 
Flanagan turned and met Kyle’s gaze again. “By any chance do you 
know what Anastasia has to finish tonight? She won’t tell me anything 
other than there’s something she must do before she can be with me. I 
know something isn’t right. I smell fear on her.” 

“Anastasia? Afraid?” He shot a look at her in the car. She stared 
back at him, a keen expression in her eyes. Kyle lowered his voice 
further, whispering, “I’ve never known her to be frightened of 
anything.” 

“T’m not scared of anything, Kyle. And as for you, Wolf boy, my 
business is my business, so stay out of it. If I wanted you to know, I 
would’ve told you.” 
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Stalking over to her, Flanagan took her hand and kissed her palm. 
“T’m not going away, sweetheart.” 

She yanked her hand back. “Enough, Flanagan. Don’t make me 
do something I don’t want to do,” she whispered and settled back in her 
seat. 

Kyle studied his spy friend. Flanagan was right about Anastasia. 
She was always so laidback, tossing glib comments and sarcasm around 
like twirling her latest parasol in the sun. Now she seemed tense, 
evasive. 

Doesn’t Flanagan realize that having a relationship with a 
Conclave spy won’t work? 

Shades ran toward them at full speed. As he drew close, he shifted 
back to human form. His now-naked body glistened with sweat, his 
large, flaccid cock partially concealed by black hair as he walked over 
to grab his clothes. 

Kyle wrestled for control over his body’s reactions. Damn him! 

He slid his gaze up Shades’s backside. Old whip marks scarred 
his strong back. Kyle hissed under his breath and almost reached out to 
touch them, but he caught himself, clenching his hand. 

“So what did you find?” Flanagan leaned against the jaunting car, 
hooked his elbows over the driver’s door, and crossed his ankles. 

Scooting against the little passenger door, Anastasia whispered 
over Kyle’s shoulder. “God, Shades has a nice cock. You have to be 
going nuts right about now.” She laughed into his ear. 

“Shut your mouth,” Kyle hissed at her. “I’ve had enough of your 
games—and his—for one night.” 

A growl filled the air, and Flanagan shot Anastasia a warning 
glance. 

“All right, you two, that’s enough,” Kyle snapped icily. 

“Fine,” Anastasia grumped, sighing. “While you three big, 
strapping men discuss the details, I need to pee. I’m going to run over 
there to that patch of scrub brush.” She stepped down from the jaunting 
car and headed toward a jumble of drying tumbleweed. 

“Be careful,” Flanagan stated. 

To Shades, Kyle said, “Well, what did you find out?” 

“Nothing.” 
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“Nothing?” Kyle and Flanagan replied in unison. 

“Seriously, I didn’t detect a thing.” Shades shrugged into his shirt 
and buttoned it. “There are no odors other than typical dessert life. 
There hasn’t even been a horse through here for probably two days.” 

“That means we’re expected,” Kyle said as he unholstered his 
pistol. “Someone has tipped them off. The rogue pack that killed Etta 
may be lying in wait for us in Fire Town, or they may’ve moved on. If 
Scott Bashian or anyone else tied to the theft of the rubies is in town, 
we'll find out soon enough.” He climbed into the car and released the 
lever that fueled the engine with steam. “Let’s go.” 

Flanagan walked over to the brush where Anastasia had gone to 
relieve herself. “Time to go,” he said. Quiet followed, and then he 
jogged back, his boots crunching in the rocks and sand. “She’s gone!” 

Twisting in the seat, Kyle faced the worried man. 

“What do you mean she’s gone?” Shades fastened his britches 
and yanked on his boots. 

“She’s not anywhere to be found.” A mixture of panic and anger 
flitted across Flanagan’s face. 

“Calm down,” said Kyle. “Anastasia is a Conclave spy. She’s 
prone to disappearing and then showing up unexpectedly.” 

“She’s going to have to change her profession when this case is 
finished,” Flanagan snarled. “I refuse to worry about her all the time.” 

Pausing at the alpha’s abrupt remark, Kyle quirked an eyebrow at 
him. “I’ve been friends with Anastasia a long time. She’s a different 
sort of woman, a woman who will not be bossed around and has a mind 
of her own. If you try to control her, you’ll lose her before your 
relationship even gets started.” 

Flanagan snorted and settled in the car’s navigation seat. 

“She’s probably already in Fire Town, but I'll see if I can spot her 
out on the terrain.” Kyle grabbed his tool satchel and removed his tube 
spectacles from it. 

The reddening moon, which bathed the desert in a pink glow, 
revealed nothing but rocks, sand, and night-blooming cacti. A coyote 
ran along the base of a dune to disappear into a hole amongst a small 
cluster of rocks. 

He shook his head. “Like I said, Anastasia is probably already in 
town, so we need to get moving.” 
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With Flanagan driving again, they puttered the last mile to Fire 
Town. Kyle surveyed the little mining community and sighed. /t’s not 
any different in appearance than Hellbent. Red ladies peeked out the 
door to two saloons positioned on opposite sides of the dirt street. 
Miners staggered half-drunk across the road. The aromas of wood 
smoke, cheap perfume, and horseflesh hung heavily in the street. 

Flanagan maneuvered the jaunting cart behind The Rattlesnake 
Saloon and stopped. 

“Split up,” said Kyle. He stepped down from the car. “We’ll meet 
back here in two hours.” 

They strode down the alley and mounted three steps to the plank 
walk. Kyle pushed open the double doors to the saloon and entered 
first. 

Ambling to the bar, he motioned to the bartender. “Blood 
whiskey.” 

He glanced over his shoulder, as if checking out the scene instead 
of locating the whereabouts of Shades and Flanagan. Shades stood at 
the foot of the staircase talking to a big, heavyset man with a silver star 
pinned to his vest, indicating his position as the sheriff of Fire Town. 
Over by the stage, Flanagan flirted with two prostitutes, passing a small 
coin to each one for information. 

On the lookout for trouble, Kyle let his gaze wander over the 
establishment. Large lamps burned in corners and an oil chandelier 
hung in the center of the big room with three smaller ones swaying 
above the walkway leading to the rentals. Local men and miners sat 
eating fried chicken or beef stew for their suppers. Whores wandered 
from table to table, hoping to score a bite to eat, a drink, or a romp in 
the sheets for a few coins. 

Unless she was upstairs, Anastasia was nowhere to be seen. 

“What’s going on in town tonight?” Kyle slugged back the drink 
and thumped it on the counter for the bartender to refill. He sniffed 
discreetly and detected the man’s Wolf essence. “Any entertainment?” 


“Nah.” The barkeep set the bottle nearby and wiped the counter 
down. “We had some gypsies come through a couple of weeks ago with 
a fortune-telling show, but nothing since.” 


“Maybe they left when they heard the news.” 
The man paused in mid-swipe. “What news?” 
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“Haven’t you heard about how someone has been burning the 
smaller towns to the ground?” 

“Oh, that.” The bartender nodded his graying head. “Yes, it’s sad. 
So many people have lost their homes and businesses. Any extra rooms 
in Fire Town have been rented. I figure the same will happen to 
Hellbent and Sulfurville too.” 

“Any idea who’s behind it?” 

The barkeep spoke softly. “I hear Jaburn the Drainer and his 
bunch are guilty.” 

At least it seemed as though the details all matched. He sipped 
from his tumbler. “Too bad someone doesn’t stop him.” 

“Tt’ll never happen. I heard he’s been offered his own town.” 

Surprised, Kyle looked at him sharply. “Pardon?” 

The bartender hurried down to the opposite end of the counter to 
pour drinks for a couple of miners who had just walked in. When he 
returned, he said, “The word is that Jaburn’s razing watering holes all 
over the desert so that when he gets his town to control, it’s bigger, 
with more people and more money flow.” 

“He’s tapping the silver currency,” Kyle exclaimed. He finished 
his drink and nodded for the barkeep to pour one more time. 

“Seems that way, doesn’t it? But you didn’t hear it from me.” 
Turning, the man entered the storeroom off the bar. 

Kyle waited for the barkeep to return. If Jaburn was determined to 
control the desert region, what about other areas—and who was he 
working with? Did Jaburn intend on branching out, or did the 
mastermind behind the ruby theft have someone else lined up for the 
heavily populated areas? Scott Bashian had sworn to the Conclave that 
he stole the rubies to protect them, but what if that was a lie to instill 
doubt in the Elders so he had time to get his plan underway? If the 
agent was lying to the Elders, surely he wasn’t stupid enough to trust a 
Drinker like Jaburn. If so, then Bashian had to be just insane too. 
Sighing, Kyle wondered if he’d be able to find the agent and the rubies 
before the full Red Moon. 

“Need anything else?” the bartender asked. 

“Got any jerky back there?” Kyle sensed the bartender knew he 
was being pumped for information. If he wanted more out of him, he’d 
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have to go about it a different way. “I’m also looking for a friend of 
mine. She was supposed to meet me here tonight.” 

“You talking about a whore?” The barkeep stooped, rummaging 
under the counter as he did so. He straightened and handed Kyle a 
cotton sack full of jerky. “There are plenty of painted ladies here at The 
Rattlesnake to choose from.” 

“No, this gal is a true businesswoman,” he said, planting his lie. 
“She sells clothing imported from other countries.” 

At that, the man relaxed, but a quizzical look crossed his face. 
“True ladies don’t come in The Rattlesnake, so why would she want to 
meet you here?” 

Damnation! Kyle took his time drinking from his glass as he 
pondered a believable answer. He pulled the string on the little bag and 
withdrew a chunk of dried meat. “She’s good at convincing men to buy 
their mates and intended ones pretty things, so she goes to the places 
men frequent.” He forced a lighthearted chuckle. “The woman makes 
money like you wouldn’t believe just by selling clothes, hats, and 
trinkets.” 

The barkeep laughed. “I'll be damned. That’s one shrewd 
business lady. However, other than the prostitutes, I haven’t seen any 
women here I haven’t recognized.” 

“Well, PI just relax here for a while, then.” 

“If you need anything else,” the man offered, “give me a shout.” 
He wandered off to clean the middle of the counter where a group of 
cowboys had left tobacco juice and ale all over its shiny surface. 

Kyle chewed the jerky thoughtfully. Damn you, Anastasia. 
Where’d you take off to and why? Although Anastasia worked with him 
and she was an excellent spy, Kyle just couldn’t shake the feeling that 
something about her had changed. 

He placed the bag inside his pants pocket, turned and leaned 
against the bar top, surveying the saloon. Shades still spoke with the 
local sheriff. Flanagan had moved from the stage over to a group of 
miners playing poker in the back of the establishment. 

The piano player struck up a jaunty tune, and four of the red 
ladies danced on the stage in a line with their arms threaded together. 
They whooped and squealed, kicking their feet into the air so the men 
received a clear view of their satin underpants and garters. 
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Shades crossed the saloon and nonchalantly ordered a blood beer. 
Without looking at Kyle, he put the mug to his lips, as if sipping from 
it, and said, “Find out anything?” 

“A little,” said Kyle. “You?” 

“Nothing about the gems, but I did find out that Dante and his 
bunch were seen carousing with Jaburn and his gang.” 

With a grimace, Kyle swore under his breath. “That’s not good. 
Not good at all.” 

“Tell me about it.” 

The defeated tone of his Wolf friend’s voice sliced through Kyle. 
He started to put his hand on Shades’s shoulder to offer him comfort 
but stopped himself. The last thing he wanted was to send the Wolf the 
wrong signals. 

Shades drew in a deep breath and then let it out slowly. “Sheriff 
Stolston said Jaburn’s been bragging about having his own town to 
run.” 

“That’s the same thing the barkeep told me. I think we need to 
investigate the other saloon too. Maybe we’ll get lucky and find some 
clues there.” Finished with his glass, Kyle shoved it to the opposite 
edge of the counter, indicating he was done. He tossed a coin down. 
“Keep the change,” he said to the bartender. Kyle caught Flanagan’s 
gaze and discreetly nodded toward the door. 

The alpha Wolf dipped his head in acknowledgement. 

Shades chugged his beer, paid the bartender, and then strode to 
the door. Waiting a couple of minutes, Kyle followed him. 
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CHAPTER 
NINE 


ONCE Kyle saw that Flanagan had stepped outside and leaned against 
a post like he was enjoying the evening air, relief passed through him. 
They’d managed to gain a small amount of information and 
simultaneously avoid any trouble. Shades paused in the street, stretched 
and took off his hat to scratch his head, playing the part of a tired 
cowboy. When the people milling around them were far enough away, 
he said something to Flanagan, who answered quickly. 

Turning, Kyle entered the smaller saloon called The Lady’s Hand. 
A nicer décor and a big L-shaped bar top offered patrons a more 
relaxed atmosphere with a distinct class the other saloon didn’t have. 
Tobacco smoke lay low over the poker tables, and floral perfume 
wafted on the air currents to mix with it. The prostitutes, their attire 
lavish and hair upswept in perfect pin curls, were permitted to lounge at 
the bar instead of only the tables. Glittering jewelry hung at the 
women’s ears and throats, and rings sparkled on their fingers. They 
swayed their hips from side to side, bustling from one customer to 
another, their dresses shimmering in the lamplight. 

Kyle admired the voluptuous figure of a black-haired beauty 
dressed in a tight-fitting green gown. If anyone will know anything, it’ll 
be one of these painted ladies. They see most of the strangers that pass 
through town. 

A familiar figure snared his attention. Owen? What’s he doing 
here? 

The fellow was young, but not so young he would be easily 
smitten with a quick fuck. Had he followed Kyle from Hellbent or was 
his presence purely coincidence? 

Shades appeared at his side. “Flanagan has given his pack the 
order to regroup and meet a mile outside of town on the road to 
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Hellbent. Sentries are posted at either end of Fire Town,” he informed 
Kyle. “Who are you staring at?” 

“No one, really.” He glanced over at the Wolf, but it was too late. 

Shades followed Kyle’s line of vision. He spotted the handsome 
human and narrowed his eyes. “He’s a little young for you, isn’t he?” 

“What do you care?” Inwardly, Kyle groaned. He hadn’t meant 
the question to come out so snide. 

A stony expression settled over Shades’s face, the eye patch 
heightening his stoic appearance. “Don’t forget we’re here on business, 
not pleasure.” 

“Sometimes an agent has to do whatever it takes to get 
information. Maybe you should try it sometime. I have a hunch, and my 
hunches are usually correct.” 

“Oh, really? A hunch?” The cold venom in Shades’s voice was 
unmistakable. “Id call it more of an itch.” 

“Fuck you!” Kyle snarled, wanting to slug him. 

The Wolf stared back, his one good eye boring into Kyle’s 
facade. “I’ve been trying to get you to do that since yesterday.” 

“You have the nerve to accuse me of chasing ass when you won’t 
back off and leave me alone?” Anger flowed through Kyle, and he 
clenched his fists at his sides. “Grow up, little sheriff, and focus on 
tracking down Bashian and Jaburn,” he said through clenched teeth. 

Walking away from Shades, he regretted his heartless comeback 
and tried to appear casual. Although Kyle was attracted to the sheriff, 
he also rubbed Kyle the wrong way. Shades acted as if he’d laid claim 
to Kyle, and the more Kyle insisted there was to be nothing sexual 
between them, the more Shades seemed to press the issue. 

At the bar, Kyle ordered two ales, one with blood, one without. 
As he waited for the mugs, Flanagan walked in accompanied by his two 
men, Tug and Bruno. They split up and mingled with the red ladies and 
some of the customers. 

Please keep this investigation on the rubies. Kyle kept his gaze 
trained on Flanagan, who appeared to have a sudden sense of purpose. 
Now’s not the time to turn this into revenge for Etta or worry about 
Anastasia ’s whereabouts. First things first, man. 

With a last glance at Flanagan, Kyle took the two mugs of ale and 
approached the young man he’d fucked in Hellbent’s saloon. 
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Almost as if he sensed Kyle approaching, Owen faced him and 
smiled, his teeth strong and white in his suntanned face. “Evening... 
uh...?” He frowned. “You never did tell me your name.” 

“Does it really matter?” 

“Well....” The young human smiled broadly as he shot Kyle an 
enticing look. “I’d like to know who”—he leaned closer so only Kyle 
could hear him—‘made me come so hard my balls are sore.” 

Kyle choked on his ale. Coughing, he wiped the liquid from his 
chin. “The name’s Kyle, but that’s all you need to know.” 

“Kyle.” If possible, Owen’s grin spread even wider. “I like that. 
Well, Kyle, it’s a lovely evening, isn’t it?” 

Kyle nodded and handed his casual fuck the regular ale he’d been 
holding. “Yes, it is, Owen.” 

“I’m flattered you remember my name.” 

“I have a good memory.” Kyle moved over to a wall where a 
painting of a sunset hung. He leaned against the gold-and-black-striped 
wallpaper and waited for Owen to join him. 

“Thank you for the ale,” the young man said, raising the mug. 

“So,” Kyle began, “what are you doing in Fire Town at this 
hour?” 

“You certainly get to the heart of the matter, don’t you?” Owen 
offered Kyle another dazzling smile and then looked down, hooding his 
eyes. “Are you worried I’m following you?” 

“Now that you’ve mentioned it,” Kyle stated. He studied Owen’s 
features. The young man had the darkest eyes he’d ever seen on any 
human. He gulped a mouthful of beer and then said, “I find it rather 
odd that you show up here right after I arrived. Did you follow me?” 

“How do you know I wasn’t here before you?” Owen wiped froth 
from his upper lip. He turned and leaned one broad shoulder against the 
wall so that he stood face-to-face with Kyle. “Why are you here? 

“You just answered my question with two questions,” Kyle 
retorted, his unease mounting. 

“Sorry.” Owen laughed softly. “Actually, my friends wanted to 
visit this saloon because they were tired of the whores in Hellbent. 
Sadly, Madame Ophelia only employs female whores. Otherwise, Pd 
be upstairs too.” He held up his half-drained mug. “But that’s not to say 
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I don’t enjoy drinking here. The Lady’s Hand has the best ale in the 
desert.” 

Unconvinced, Kyle remained quiet in an attempt to fluster the 
man so he’d talk to fill the silence and possibly reveal a clue. On the 
other hand, Owen was probably just a sexually frustrated bystander 
waiting on his buddies to finish sating their lust. 

Owen perused the saloon. His gaze settled on someone across the 
way. He frowned. 

Curious, Kyle stared out over the room. There, opposite them, 
wearing a stormy expression, sat Shades with Tug. They chatted with 
two blonde prostitutes and some poker-playing cowboys. 

“Tt appears that Moon Wolf over there doesn’t approve of the 
time you’re spending with me,” said Owen. “Is he your bed partner?” 

One of the harlots at the table burst out laughing. She swatted a 
cowboy on the arm, her high-pitched giggles slicing through the din of 
the saloon. The sound grated on Kyle’s nerves. 

“No, not that it’s any of your business,” Kyle snapped. 

“Touchy, aren’t we?” 

“Are you going to answer my earlier question?” asked Kyle. 

“Which one?” 

Frustrated, Kyle wanted to slap the man silly and make love to 
him at the same time. By the Ruby Moon God, Owen was one 
handsome human, but Kyle didn’t trust him. He met the man’s dark 
brown gaze. Unlike Shades’s blue eye, the young man’s eyes were 
dreamy, enigmatic, and the lamplight infused his umber hair with 
strands of red fire. An image of Shades naked in the desert flashed 
through Kyle’s mind, his body glistening with sweat, lean muscles 
moving beneath his pale, smooth skin. 

“Well?” 

Kyle blinked. “Well what?” 

Soft, melodious laughter burst from Owen. “Which question do 
you want me to answer?” 

Heat crept up Kyle’s neck. “Did you follow me?” 

“Like I said, I came to Fire Town with friends.” 

Nodding, Kyle tried to focus on the investigation. He caught 
Shades’s glower a second time. He looked at Owen, who continued to 
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smile, and thought of the sexy grin Shades had given him earlier that 
evening when he’d realized his nudity had captured Kyle’s undivided 
attention. 

Damnation! He sighed and chugged the rest of his beer in an 
effort to clear his thoughts. 

“So why are you here?” Owen questioned and moved half a step 
closer. 

The aroma of lye soap invaded Kyle’s nostrils. The man had 
bathed before leaving with his companions for Fire Town. At the scent 
of freshly washed body, Kyle’s cock sprang to life. Whether intentional 
or not, Shades had teased him all night with the occasional touch, 
followed by stripping off his clothes to morph into a werewolf , and 
now Kyle’s libido screamed for relief. 

“I’m looking for someone,” Kyle managed to say. He gulped and 
struggled with the lust surging through his veins. “Two people, really.” 

“Oh?” The mischievous look in Owen’s eyes shifted into 
seriousness. “Man or woman?” 

“Both.” 

“Someone in trouble, or are you just meeting them?” 


Kyle looked askance at Shades, who had risen to buy another 
drink. The Wolf kept tossing angry, heated glances at him. 


Where does he get off laying claim on me? In challenge, Kyle 
stared back at Shades. J belong to no one, nor will I let some two-bit 
Moon Wolf sheriff act as though I have no choice in the matter, damn 
him! 

“Why don’t we go upstairs?” Kyle suggested, a plan forming. 
“We can talk where it’s quieter.” 

Delighted, Owen pushed away from the wall. “Sure, why not, but 
we can’t go upstairs.” He pointed to the walkway that encircled the top 
half of the saloon. “All those little red signs hanging on the doors mean 
the rooms are occupied. If you want, we can take our drinks and go 
outside. Madame Ophelia has a nice place set up for when it gets too 
crowded in here.” 

Careful to avoid Shades’s gaze, Kyle nodded and followed Owen 
through the saloon, dodging several miners dancing with their paid 
companions. 
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Outside, the cool desert air wafted over Kyle’s face. The 
stuffiness of The Lady’s Hand and the prostitutes’ overwhelming 
perfume drifted away from him to disperse somewhere amongst the 
sand dunes. The moon hung high in the star-speckled sky, its red 
illumination bathing everything in a rosy hue. A plank porch had been 
constructed behind the establishment. Three round tables with chairs 
took up most of the area, and flickering oil lamps illuminated the 
portico. Someone had even gone as far as to place two cups and a small 
pitcher of water in the center of each table. 

The desert wind soughed into the alley. Kyle caught the scent of a 
recent kill, probably made by a cougar out hunting, and the faint scent 
of a night-blooming flower. Finally, he began to relax and wondered 
how to coax information out of the man, if the fellow even knew 
anything. 

“What we did earlier today was wonderful,” said Owen. 

Startled, Kyle shot him a sharp look. So much for relaxing. 
Instantly tense, he said, “Uh, yeah.” 

“Your friend seems to have you in knots.” 

“He irritates me, yes.” 

The wavering lamplight intensified Owen’s sex appeal. Kyle 
swallowed and decided he’d better return to the saloon. He took one 
step back, but the thought of Shades’s disapproving face forced him to 
hesitate. 

Why am I letting that Wolf get to me so much? 

“I can help you release some of that tension,” Owen whispered, 
the sound of his voice enticing. ““We’re alone.” 

“Out here?” Kyle turned his head from side to side. 

Although the back alley was empty, anyone could walk out of the 
saloon at any second for a breath of fresh air or enter the alley on their 
way to the stable. However, the thought of being caught was 
invigorating, and it forced more blood into his already hard prick. 

“Yes, out here.” His young companion laughed and stepped 
closer to Kyle. He threaded his fingers with Kyle’s and pulled. “Come 
over here.” 

“No, I need to take care of something. It’s why I’m here.” 

“The two people you’re looking for, right?” 

Kyle nodded. 


COWBOY RUBIES 69 


Quickly, Owen grabbed him by the lapels of his jacket and tossed 
him against the wall in the inky shadows. He palmed Kyle’s crotch, 
rubbing his hand up and down over Kyle’s eager cock. Kyle gritted his 
teeth as lust spiraled through him. Shades had him so damn horny he 
couldn’t control it. 

“Stop that,” he hissed. 


“Tell me you don’t want me.” The young man hooked his fingers 
under Kyle’s balls and squeezed. 

Air whistled between Kyle’s teeth, and he shut his eyes. His cock 
pulsed with need, a stinging sensation already settling at the base of his 
spine. 

“Fuck me, cowboy,” Owen whispered. He leaned in close and 
licked the taut tendon of Kyle’s neck. 

“Id... don’t have time for this.” 

“Then make me stop. Tell me no, and I'll go away.” 

I shouldn't be doing this. It isn’t right. He gripped Owen by his 
upper arms. Prepared to push him away, Kyle sucked in a surprised and 
eager breath as Owen wedged his thigh between Kyle’s and rubbed it 
gently against Kyle’s throbbing rod. If the young man did that much 
more, Kyle’s prick would pop the buttons on his trousers. 

The human’s breath caressed his neck. “I have a thing for Moon 
Wolves,” he said, his tongue flicking out to tickle the skin there. 
“Werewolves have huge cocks that fill me up. I can’t get enough of 
them.” 

With a growl of defeat, Kyle swung Owen around, pinning him 
against the clapboard between some wooden crates and a staircase 
leading to the second level. 


“You want that single-eyed Wolf in the saloon,” Owen said over 
his shoulder, his eyes ablaze with lust. “Yet you come to me instead. 
Whatever the reason, use me to sate your needs, Kyle. Come on, fuck 
me, use me.” 

The last of his resolve disintegrated. Turning Owen around, Kyle 
barely waited for him to unbutton his britches before Kyle yanked the 
garment down. With his hands planted on the wall, Owen pushed his 
ass outward, waiting for Kyle to penetrate him. 
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Kyle fumbled with his own pants and finally released his cock, 
which was hot to his own touch. It throbbed, and Kyle groaned with 
need. 

“Well, cowboy?” said Owen. “I’m waiting. Give it to me.” 

A snarl ripped from Kyle’s throat. Not even bothering to slick the 
man’s anus with spit, he pressed his erection into the crack of Owen’s 
ass, found the soft spot inside it, and pushed into him in one movement. 
Owen hissed, stiffening, but as he adjusted to Kyle’s size and girth, 
Owen began a backward rhythm that sent Kyle over the edge. Kyle 
wanted to explode, but the need to fuck kept building. He pumped into 
Owen’s ass, faster and faster. Grasping the man’s hips, Kyle sank his 
cock into his tight passage all the way to the root, withdrawing and then 
shoving into Owen again and again. 

Owen kept his cries quiet and took all that Kyle gave him. The 
prickling feeling at the base of Kyle’s spine shot through his balls and 
into his cock. With the image of Shades in his mind, he spurted himself 
into Owen. 

Finally, he leaned against the young man as they propped 
themselves against the clapboard, panting. Kyle withdrew from Owen’s 
body, reached into his coat pocket, took out a handkerchief, and 
cleaned himself before straightening and fastening his clothes. 

I’ve got to solve this case and get the hell out of this desert. I 
can’t keep sating my needs with this human when all I want to do is 
fuck—no, I can’t even consider that. 

Thankful no one had chanced upon them. Kyle stepped up on the 
portico. 

“Well, well. That was quite a display,” a voice said. “Personally I 
prefer both males and females at the same time. Now that you’re 
cornered, maybe Pll have a go at you before I drain you.” 
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CHAPTER 
TEN 


KYLE froze, his gaze zipping from one dark area to another for the 
source of the voice. 


A huge shadow detached itself from the others. A vampire, head 
and shoulders over Kyle, stepped into the lamplight. “Let me introduce 
myself,” he said. 


“I know who you are,” Kyle replied with dread. “You’re Jaburn 
the Drainer.” 


“I’m flattered. That means I’m becoming famous.” 
“More like infamous,” Kyle quipped. 


The Drinker chuckled, the sound ominous and slightly deranged, 
but a pleased note inhabited it too. He nodded toward Owen. “The 
human has been quite useful, plus he’s easy on the eyes, so I knew he’d 
win you over.” 


Looking over at Owen, Kyle grimaced as he realized what the 
young man had done. 


“T’m sorry,” said Owen. “For what it’s worth, I didn’t want to do 
it, but Jaburn pays well, and I need a place to live besides the loft of a 
stable.” 


Disgusted that he’d fallen into the trap so easily, Kyle returned his 
attention to the Drinker. “What do you want, Jaburn?” 


“I want you to go back to the Conclave and tell them the rubies 
are gone for good and that there’s no point in looking for them.” The 
vamp crossed his arms. “If you don’t, PI kill you.” 


Kyle glanced around for others surely lurking in the darkness too. 
To say he wasn’t frightened would’ve been a lie. Werewolves and 
vampires were formidable and usually equal adversaries, but Jaburn 
looked like a mutant. Tall and sinewy, the Life Drinker conveyed raw 
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physical power. Battle scars covered his visible skin, a testimony to the 
Drinker’s long life and exhausted healing properties as a result of his 
age. In place of pointed incisors, a pair of silver fangs extended from 
his upper lip to hang below his lower one. 


“Nice fangs,” Kyle retorted. “Replace them often, or are you just 
getting a little long in the tooth?” 


The Drinker caressed one fang with the pad of his thumb. “I had 
my fangs coated with my wealth. I’m going to be lord over the desert.” 


“So [ve heard.” 


Jaburn batted his eerie white eyes like a schoolgirl. “What? You 
don’t like them?” 


“A little flashy for my taste,” Kyle countered. He edged to the left 
to dart into the alley, but two Drinkers stepped out of the gloom. 


“Aw, sorry,” said Jaburn. “You’re not going anywhere. You’re a 
thorn in my side, and I plan to pluck it—well, maybe I'll fuck it first.” 
He shook his head. “No, no... I know you won’t be a good boy and go 
back to the Conclave, so I really need to kill you instead.” He lunged 
for Kyle. 


Sensing his move beforehand, Kyle dodged to the right. Jaburn 
countered and swung a massive fist at him. It connected with his jaw, 
the crack loud in Kyle’s head. Airborne, Kyle flew backward and 
crashed into a table. Water sprayed him, dousing the lamp, the clang of 
the tin pitchers ringing out in the alley. The table collapsed, and Kyle 
hit the planks. Pain radiated through his head and down into his neck. 
Stars swirled in his vision as the aroma of wet sand and spilled lamp oil 
bombarded his senses. Laughter erupted from the alley. Slowly, Kyle 
sat up. He blinked, but his eyesight wouldn’t clear. 

I’ve got to warn Shades and Flanagan! A throbbing sensation 
riddled his jaw. Kyle placed a hand to it and looked around to find 
Jaburn reaching for him. 

At that moment, a body hurtled out of the shadows and collided 
with the Drinker’s side. 

“Run, Kyle, run!” Owen screamed as Jaburn grasped the human 
by the back of the neck. 

The Drinker hefted the man into the air and brought him down 
over his knee, snapping Owen’s spine as if it were no more than a stalk 
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of corn. The Drinker tossed his lifeless body aside, where it thumped 
into the table Kyle had knocked over. 


Sickened and still seeing bright pinpoints of light, Kyle scrambled 
to his feet and staggered to the back entrance of The Lady’s Hand. He 
burst into the saloon, yelling, “Jaburn the Drainer is here. Run!” 


PROSTITUTES screamed and ran for their rooms, the noise of their 
boots on the wooden floors similar to the stampede of a small herd of 
cattle. A few customers fled the saloon. Others drew weapons and 
stood back to back while some transformed into werewolves. Shredded 
clothes and boots littered the floor. Cowboy hats and miner caps dotted 
the tables and bar top while others were trampled underfoot. 


Shades jumped to his feet alongside Tug in time to see the male 
Kyle had left with earlier crash through a side window. The corpse 
landed on their table, sending glasses, ashtrays, and bottles of whiskey 
careening into one another. The man’s dead, dark brown eyes gazed up 
at them. Kyle’s sexual aroma and the harsh scent of Jaburn lingered on 
the man. Everything in Shades wanted to scream aloud in fury and 
jealousy, but he held it all back. The human had obviously been killed 
outside, and with the way his body lay, his back must’ve been snapped 
in half. 


Jaburn walked into the saloon, the scent of death instantly 
penetrating the establishment. His silver-coated fangs shone brightly in 
the flickering oil lights, and fresh blood splattered his jacket. A chill 
skated over Shades’s body as he recalled the last time they had met. 


With one long, blackened hand tipped with claws, he grabbed one 
of the prostitutes who tried to escape to the staircase, and sank his fangs 
into her neck. 


The fiend’s strange, fiery white gaze settled on him. Shades saw 
surprise in Jaburn’s eyes, surprise that he was still alive. That’s right, 
asshole, you didn’t kill me like you thought. Shades leapt over the table, 
intent on attacking him, but two other Life Drinkers jumped through 
the window into the saloon, stopping his progress. 


Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Kyle grab a weapon from his 
coat. Flanagan howled something behind Shades, followed by glass 
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shattering and chairs snapping. A few chairs were thrown across the 
table area to crash into people. Shades swiped his claws across one 
vampire’s neck, almost severing his head from his shoulders. He kicked 
another one in the gut and sent him flying backward into a jumble of 
tables. 


“Flanagan,” he shouted, glancing at his brother a few feet away, 
“did you call in reinforcements?” 


“They’re on their way,” Flanagan shot back. He ducked a 
whiskey bottle, then hollered, “But they’re also dealing with human 
men.” 


Six other Drinkers and two Wolves ran into the bar and split into 
two groups. One group circled Shades and Tug as the other surrounded 
Kyle. Shades had to reach Kyle. There was no way Kyle could handle 
four of them attacking at once. 


“Let’s finish this, shall we, Tug?” Shades snarled and leapt 
toward an adversary. He bit the neck of another Drinker, tearing his 
throat out. He pushed the assailant aside, where the body flopped to the 
floor and lay still, oozing blood from the gaping wound. 


“Did you see who has joined forces with Jaburn?” Tug grunted 
and slammed one of Jaburn’s Wolf minions into the nearby bar. 


“Yes,” Shades shouted. “It seems we had more spies watching us 
than we suspected.” He turned to move to Kyle’s side but stopped. 
Anastasia stood at the railing above him. She leapt over the banister 
and landed a few yards away in the circle of struggling bodies, 
preventing two of the drinkers from attacking Kyle from his back side. 
A sharp metal spike poked out of one of her red boots. She kicked high 
and slashed it across one vamp’s throat, severing his head from his 
body. 

What the hell was she doing upstairs? Blinking in awe, Shades 
shook away his surprise to concentrate on the fight. Ive got to 
remember not to make her mad when she’s wearing those red boots. 

He spun around and came face to face with Jaburn. 

“I see we didn’t finish you off, eh, dog? Well, that’s okay. P1 
make sure I do it right this time,” he sneered and lunged for Shades, his 
fangs covered in skin and blood. Jaburn’s hair, a dirty, tangled mess, 
covered his face as he lunged. 
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“Let’s dance, asshole! You owe me an eye.” Shades growled and 
jumped the distance, meeting the Drinker in midair. He sank his teeth 
into Jaburn’s arm and scraped his right hand down the fiend’s face, 
intent on gouging out one or both of Jaburn’s eyes. 


Jaburn yanked his arm from Shades’s mouth, the action nearly 
pulling Shades’s fangs from the gums. The fiend lowered his head and 
sank his fangs into Shades’s neck, ripping the muscle open. 


“No!” Kyle yelled. 

Jaburn let loose and threw Shades to the floor as he turned to 
Kyle. 

“Get up, Shades. I didn’t heal you so you could get all ripped up 
again,” Kyle snapped and moved between him and Jaburn. 


Shades glanced up at Kyle, who held a small silver sword in each 
hand. Anastasia moved from behind Kyle and into the open where she 
faced Jaburn. She brandished a dagger in one hand and some sort of 
shiny metal star in her other. She threw the star at Jaburn’s back. The 
odd-shaped missile issued a mechanical hum as it sliced through the 
air. The weapon lodged in the muscles between Jaburn’s right shoulder 
blade and his spine. He whirled around, his face a mask of murderous 
intent. 


“PIL kill you, bitch!” he howled, his eyes flaring from white to 
fierce red. 


“I told you we’d meet again,” she sneered at the fiend. “You 
attacked and killed my little sister, but you won’t get away this time.” 
Her eyes glowed crimson. “You’ll pay for what you did to her!” 


“I remember the taste of her as if it was yesterday. Oh, both you 
and your Wolf will be dead before dawn, along with this piece of 
trash.” Jaburn lunged at Kyle, but at the last minute, Jaburn shot toward 
the door in a blur. At the swinging doors, he reached behind him and 
pulled the silver star out of his back. Howling in pain, the Drinker 
turned and glared at Anastasia. He flashed his fangs in a warning. “War 
is coming, you filthy Wolves. Be prepared. I’d kill you all now, but 
there’s no time. I have more important matters to attend to.” He bared 
his teeth at Kyle. “I can kill you any time I feel like it, Vanderbelt.” 


Jaburn chuckled, the sound sinister and malevolent. “Tonight 
blood will soak the ground of Hellbent, so I know the three of you will 
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be there. Watch your backs.” He motioned for his cronies to follow 
him. “Let’s go. We have someone to meet.” 


Jaburn flung the star back at Anastasia. It hummed through the 
air, but just when Shades thought it would strike and kill her, she 
plucked it from the air like it was a piece of chaff. She hurled it after 
Jaburn’s retreating form, but he dodged to the left, and the star 
embedded in the skull of one of his minions with a nauseating thonk. 
The renegade Wolf fell face first on the plank walk, twitched several 
times, and then lay still. 


“This isn’t over yet, Vanderbelt!” Jaburn’s last words echoed in 
the evening air. 


After he’d gone, the remnants of scuffles and shouts outside soon 
faded as he and his gang left. 


“No!” Anastasia yelled. “That son of a bitch dies now!” She 
pulled a pistol from the top of one of her boots and rushed for the 
swinging doors, but Flanagan grabbed her around the waist. 


“Wait, they outnumber us right now,” the alpha said against her 
neck. “You’ll get your chance, but the most important thing is that we 
find Scott before they do.” Flanagan hugged her against his body until 
she settled down. 


Shades moved behind the bar and grabbed a bottle of whiskey, 
dousing his neck with it and then taking a healthy swig. 


“Let me look at that, Shades.” Kyle strode to the counter and 
nodded to Shades’s wound. 


“No, thanks.” Shades glared at Kyle. He wanted so much for Kyle 
to touch him, but after Kyle had gone off twice to fuck the same human 
man, Shades had had enough of Kyle’s strange behavior. The Drinker 
had made it clear how he felt about their situation. 


Kyle scowled at him. “Jaburn’s fangs are tipped in silver. You'll 
need an antidote or it will take your body a couple of days to ward off 
the poison.” He pulled a tiny glass vial from out of his coat pocket and 
tossed it to Shades, who caught it with his good hand. “Drink the 
antidote. You’re no use to us sick. And make sure you send word out to 
all the Moon Wolves in town to visit the general store and the doc’s 
office for more antidotes if any of the Life Drinkers have bitten them 
with silver-coated fangs or stabbed them with anything silver-tipped.” 
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“You concentrate on the rubies. After all, that’s all that’s 
important to you, right?” Shades sneered and stepped away. Quickly, 
he flicked the cork out of the vial with his thumb, knocked back the 
liquid, and then threw the glass bottle onto the bar top. “You might 
want to do something with your lover’s body, though.” A low, ominous 
growl rumbled in his chest as he walked out of The Lady’s Hand. 
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CHAPTER 
ELEVEN 


THE Moon Wolves rummaged up replacement garments for their 
shredded clothing and then gathered their dead and wounded. Humans 
ran for cover, their bodies bent low as they hurried into buildings to 
close doors and windows, obviously sensing the night’s chaos was far 
from over. Horses and livestock whined or bellowed nervously in the 
night, and the weeping of the prostitutes wafted out into the dusty 
street. 


Shades paused, his gaze trained on the sand and dirt. The tracks of 
Jaburn and his gang lay scattered in every direction. They may be going 
to Hellbent to raze it, but Jaburn wants to make sure that we don’t 
follow him to whoever he’s meeting first. He shifted back into human 
form and then grabbed his bag out of the jaunting car. 


Flanagan walked up to him. “Weren’t you a little rough on Kyle?” 


He shrugged. “He wants space, so I’m giving him space. I don’t 
know what’s going on with him, but I’m not going to get hurt again. 
There’s no point in showing interest in someone who has made it 
obvious he’s not interested in me.” He sighed heavily. “Do we know 
where Scott is or where your new woman was earlier?” 


“No and no,” Flanagan answered. “And it seems she’s 
disappeared again. I let go of her for only a minute to help one of your 
men pull some glass from his ribs, and when I turned around, Anastasia 
was gone.” He dusted his hat off and then jammed it down on his head. 
“Kyle has contacted the Conclave about this. They told him that other 
agents have reported fires and fighting breaking out all over the region. 
If this keeps up, the death tolls are going to be huge by the time the 
rubies are found.” Flanagan grabbed his brother’s arm. 


“Whatever.” Shades dusted off his denims. 
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“Shades, don’t you think Kyle protests too much? Maybe you’re 
not the only one who’s been hurt.” He let go of Shades’s arm and 
turned to leave. “As far as Anastasia is concerned, I’ll find her and get 
answers. Something isn’t right, but I know in my heart she’s good, 
Shades. She’s just confused about something, but she’s also risking her 
life running around town without someone to protect her. I tried to have 
two of my men follow her, but she ditched them.” 


“She is a Conclave spy, brother. And after what I saw her do in 
there with that odd metal star and the blades in the toes of her boots,” 
he said. He shook his head and grimaced. “I think she’s more than 
capable of taking care of herself.” He considered the worried 
expression on his brother’s face and added, “I also think the both of us 
need to pull back. I know I’ve pushed too hard with Kyle. I don’t know 
why, but something keeps pulling us toward one another. He doesn’t 
want to admit it, but maybe with some space he will. I won’t wait too 
long, though. I’m tired of always being the one who gets hurt.” He 
sighed, changing the subject before Flanagan could fret further about 
Anastasia or throw more of his wisdom in on the matter of Kyle. “So 
have the rest of the men come into town?” 


“Pll check with Tug and Bruno in a few minutes and find out.” 


“We need to search each building,” said Shades. “I have the 
feeling we’re missing something in Fire Town. Pll investigate the north 
side of town with the local sheriff and take six of my men with me. 
You, Kyle, and Tug cover the rest. If you notice anything, use the 
airgraphs and tap out a warning code to us.” 

His brother started to walk away when Shades added, “Flanagan, 
don’t get yourself killed. After what happened to Etta, I swear I'll find 
your ghost and wring its neck.” He met his brother’s gaze. 

Flanagan smiled, nodding. “Same here, little brother, same here.” 

Shades walked over to join their men. He’d seen Kyle hovering in 
the doorway of The Lady’s Hand and figured he’d probably overheard 
everything he’d just said. 

It serves him right if he heard everything. Maybe it’ll make him 
stop and think about what’s going on between us—or what he’s trying 
so hard to ignore. 

His hands shook as he checked his gun. He should have had the 
pistol with him earlier, but he’d forgotten it. It was his first mistake as 
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sheriff in a long time. Kyle had caused him to throw his good senses 
out the window, but not anymore. He would help his handsome 
Conclave agent get the rubies back, and if nothing happened between 
them during the next couple of days, then he’d go his way and send 
Kyle back to the Conclave alone. 


“Shades, I need your opinion on something.” Kyle approached 
him, his spurs jingling merrily as he walked. 
He stopped, his breath hitching. “What is it, Kyle?” 


Kyle held up a tiny device with a phonograph horn perched on top 
of it. “I got another message from the Conclave. They think Jaburn’s 
gang might have joined forces with the Creepers. I have to be honest 
with you. I’ve never heard of Jaburn merging with anyone, and if what 
you said is true about the Creepers, I just don’t see it happening on their 
end either.” He rubbed his hand through his hair. 


Shades leaned against a front porch post of The Lady’s Hand and 
looked at Kyle. “Under normal circumstances, I don’t see them helping 
one another, but knowing the Creepers, they might if it would benefit 
them in some manner. If they think they’re going to get a piece of 
Jaburn’s promised wealth—or maybe even a town of their own too—I 
think their joining forces with him might be a possibility.” He spat on 
the ground. “If the two gangs have merged, we’re in more trouble than 
we thought. With their combined forces, they outnumber us three to 
one.” 


Groaning, Kyle hooked his thumbs in the waistband of his pants. 
He studied the people hauling their dead to a spot in the street where 
they laid them out to bury later. “I don’t like this one bit.” He shook his 
head. “I get the feeling something is about to blow.” 


“The only good thing that might come out of this,” Shades 
continued, “is that the two gangs don’t trust each other, so maybe we 
can turn them against one another and have a chance of winning that 
way.” He spun around, facing the deputies and pack members waiting 
for him. “Right now we need those rubies, and we better pray Jaburn or 
the Creepers don’t already have them. If they do, this is a lost cause. 
Did you by chance question the Conclave about Anastasia? Do they 
know what’s going on with her?” 


“They have no clue, but they’re nervous about her as well. She 
hasn’t answered their inquiries either.” Kyle sighed. “She’s another 
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problem to handle, and we’re running out of time as it is. Watch your 
back, Shades. I’ve got a bad feeling we’re not done tonight.” 


“Not if Jaburn and his bunch are headed for Hellbent, we’re not.” 


Kyle met his gaze, and a silent communication passed between 
them, one that Shades couldn’t identify, but the power of it left him 
shaking as Kyle spun on his heel and stalked toward the southern end 
of town to meet the men waiting there for him. 


Shades watched the sway of Kyle’s dark outline as he moved 
down the street. All he wanted to do was grab Kyle and run for the 
hills, but he knew he couldn’t. He sighed heavily, cussing under his 
breath, and headed toward his waiting men. 


Not one human was on the now-deserted streets. The townspeople 
huddled inside their homes. The night air remained still, and the stench 
of death and blood perfumed his body. Between him, Kyle, Flanagan, 
and then Anastasia, six of Jaburn’s men had been killed in the saloon, 
but they were still outnumbered. He nodded to the two Wolves to his 
right, indicating that they should check out the hotel. He headed around 
the alley and sniffed the air flowing through the back way. Anastasia 
had been there recently, and so had Scott. 


Shades grabbed the airgraph from out of his denims and coded a 
message to Kyle. A light shone through one of the windows on the 
second floor. A partially drawn shade revealed the upper profile of a 
tall, broad-shouldered man, but below it Shades saw the gentleman’s 
denims and a holstered gun. The fellow appeared to be talking to 
someone. In moments, a female figure joined him. Shades couldn’t see 
her from the breasts up, but he saw the shadow of her flinging her arms 
around the man and snuggling his neck. The woman wrapped a long, 
shapely leg clad in denim around his hip, her boot passing the open part 
of the half-drawn blind. 

A bright red boot. 


“Anastasia!” he hissed. 


SHAME heated Kyle’s skin as he formed some of the men into groups. 
I can’t believe that young human is dead. I didn’t mean for that to 
happen. I didn’t... aw, damnation! Shades probably thinks I’m as much 
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of a fiend as Jaburn the Drainer is. He stared at the men, who, in turn, 
stared back at him as they awaited his instructions. Z hate lying to 
Shades about Anastasia. Guilt heated his guts, clenched his heart, and 
prickled his skin. /’ve got to find a moment to talk to her before Shades 
realizes what’s going on. Why would she tell us the Conclave sent her 
when they didn’t? 

He forced himself to put the disturbing thoughts away for the 
moment and formed the pack members Flanagan had sent to him into 
two posses. Snaps and beeps issued from his jacket. He withdrew the 
airgraph and clicked the button in reply. 

He listened to the taps and assorted noises that sent the coded 
message to his gadget. Shades: I’ve just sent my deputies and some of 
Flanagan’s pack to the south and east. 

The ending pop denoted the end of Shades’s airgraph. 

Kyle used his thumb to tap out a reply: Noted. I’m sending two 
posses north and west as we speak. 

He slipped the airgraph back into his coat and watched some of 
the Wolves transforming into werewolf form to track scent as others 
rode horses. 

More snaps and pops issued from Kyle’s pocket. 

Shades: That’s not all. 

Kyle removed the talkie again and depressed several buttons to 
tap out: What’s wrong? 

Shades: I just saw Anastasia embracing a man in one of the 
hotel’s upstairs windows. 

Kyle: So? 

A long squeal denoted irritation from Shades, followed by: What 
do you mean so? 

Kyle: That oversexed beauty always finds a lover or two in each 
town. She loves sex and goes after any man who shows her interest. 
Hell, we were investigating a case in the big city of Brimstone for a 
week, and Anastasia had four different beaus during that time. 

Silence. 

Pushing buttons, Kyle prompted: Shades? You still there? 
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Shades: We both feel something’s amiss with Anastasia, and the 
Conclave’s uneasy about her as well. 


The airgraph clicked off. A few seconds of dead air passed. 
Finally, the gadget crackled, and Shades added: If you’re sure there’s 
no need to worry. 


Kyle: Hell, no. Don’t worry about what you saw. After all, she hit 
on you when she first met you. You’re lucky you didn’t get an eyeful of 
bare skin or a naked ass. 


Shades: I guess you have a point, but if you’re right about what 
she’s doing, Flanagan is going to be royally pissed off. 


Kyle coded: I'll see if I can find her. 


He scanned the nearly empty street. An old drunk sat propped 
against a wagon wheel under repair at the metal smith’s place. A few 
yards down from him, an old woman peeped out the door of a small 
dress shop and then slammed it shut. 


Finally, Kyle tapped out: Pll meet you and Flanagan at the 
jaunting car in about twenty minutes. 


Shades: See you then. 


The Wolf signed off the airgraph, and then Kyle clicked his off 
too. 


Strolling down the road with purpose, Kyle focused on the light 
shining from the hotel’s front windows. His gaze moved to the top 
floor. What if I am wrong about her? What if—no, that’s normal 
behavior for Anastasia, and with Flanagan trying to claim her as a 
mate, she’s probably acting out in defiance. He reached the hotel and 
took the front stairs two at a time. Inside, Kyle paused at the desk. J 
can’t say I blame her, though. I know how I feel when Shades keeps 
pressing me for my attention. An image of Owen’s broken body flashed 
through his mind. Fresh regret spilled into his heart. 


“May I help you?” a middle-aged female Drinker asked. She 
smiled brightly. “Do you need a room?” 


“No, ma’am. I’m looking for a beautiful redheaded woman 
vampire. She’s dressed in men’s clothes and has on bright red boots.” 
She nodded. “She was here, but left soon after.” 


“Did you see who she was with or know whose room she 
visited?” 
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“No, sir. People come and go here all the time.” The desk clerk 
indicated the sign-in journal. “The only ones besides customers who are 
required to register with the front desk are the local prostitutes. Red 
ladies must share their payment with the hotel, and in turn, we give part 
of it to the town in the form of taxes. Otherwise, anyone can come in 
and visit our renters.” 


Fishing in his inside front vest pocket, Kyle withdrew a hardened 
piece of leather with a gold and silver seal stamped into it. He showed 
it to the clerk. “I’m with the Conclave. I’d like to see who your renters 
are for the past week.” 


The Drinker turned the registry around so he could view it. 


Kyle ran a finger down over the pages presented to him. No 
familiar names jumped out at him, but he suspected as much. Scott 
Bashian would have to be an idiot to sign in with his real name. 

“Ma’am, have you noticed anyone unusual staying here in the 
past five to seven days?” 

“No.” She shook her blonde head, the curls around her face 
bouncing. “Just typical Drinkers and Wolves. Salesmen, higher-ups tied 
to the local silver mines, and the occasional farmer passing through on 
their return trip home from selling cattle or horses down at the border.” 


“Does the name Scott Bashian mean anything to you?” Kyle 
looked directly in the woman’s eyes. 


She stared back, her blue peepers clear and honest. “No, sir. It 
doesn’t ring a bell.” 


He sighed. “How long was the redhead upstairs?” 


She thought for a moment, then replied, “I’m guessing about half 
an hour, all totaled.” 


“All totaled?” Kyle’s sixth sense kicked up a few notches. 

“Yes, she went upstairs once, then hurried out, but returned about 
ten minutes later, so altogether I’d guess about thirty minutes, but no 
longer than that.” 

“And no one came downstairs to meet this gal? No one walked 
her down here when she left either time?” 

“No. She came in alone and left alone.” 


He returned the sign-in book to the clerk. “Thank you for your 
time and patience, ma’am.” 
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“Good night, sir.” 


He tipped his hat to the woman and left the hotel. Standing on the 
front porch, he sighed with relief and studied the moon’s deepening red 
hue. Thank the Ruby Moon God Anastasia was just pursuing another 
romp in the sheets. Somehow she must’ve gotten wind of the fight in the 
saloon and left to help us before returning to her new sex partner. 


The talkie beeped and whistled in his pocket. 
He pulled it out of his coat and signaled: Yes? 


Shades: Anastasia just showed up at the jaunting car. She’s a bit 
rumpled, and I don’t mean by helping us fight in the saloon.” A sneeze 
followed. “And has enough rose-scented perfume on to choke a horse!” 


Kyle laughed as more relief flowed through him. He and 
Anastasia had been friends and fellow agents for years. He hated the 
idea of her ever becoming a turncoat, nor could he ever imagine her 
doing so, but the reason she arrived in Hellbent without the Conclave 
sending her niggled him. 

A code from Shades burst from the airgraph in Kyle’s palm: We 
need to get going to avoid my brother showing up unexpectedly. If he 
suspects or smells that Anastasia has been with another male, all hell 
will break loose. 


Kyle: I'll be right there. 
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CHAPTER 
TWELVE 


SHADES drove the jaunting car back to Hellbent with Kyle and 
Anastasia riding in the front passenger seat. Flanagan, his men, and 
Shades’s deputies scouted the surrounding areas and small mining 
villages for Jaburn and his gang. If caught, the threat to Hellbent would 
be over, but the problem of locating Scott still remained. 


Kyle glanced over at Anastasia. The overwhelming aroma of 
roses caused his eyes to water. 


She caught his look. “What?” she said. 


“Why do you smell like you soaked in a tub of rose perfume?” 
Kyle asked, fanning the air by his nose. 


She blinked and then offered him a pout. “I reeked to high heaven 
of perspiration after that bar fight, so I sprayed myself with parfume.” 
Suspicion poked at Kyle’s spine. He glanced over her form, looking for 
a place she might have stowed a small bottle of toilet water. Anastasia 
has never worn her perfume so heavy. Is she hiding something? 

“What is with you, Kyle?” she asked, frowning. “One of the 
whores in the saloon let me use her fragrance, that’s why it’s so stout." 

Her explanation satisfied Kyle. He changed the subject. “Why 
were you at the hotel tonight?” 

She studied him for a moment, her gaze assessing. “I was 
scratching an itch. You should know me and my habits by now, Kyle.” 
She smiled. “Jealous?” 

“Hell, no.” At her pout, he added, “It’s not that you’re not a 
beautiful woman and a wild ride in bed, but I have—” 

“More important things to think about right now,” she finished. 
Her laughter rang out over the chug-chug sound of the jaunting car’s 
steam engine. “That’s one thing that seems to have changed with you, 
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chéri. Nowadays you’re all work and no play. Since when did you 
become such a stick in the mud?” 


“Since our entire world and way of life is about to be destroyed.” 


In front of him, Shades shifted from his relaxed position to sitting 
ramrod stiff. 


Anastasia leaned over and whispered, “Why don’t you give that 
poor Wolf a chance?” 


He whispered back, “Why don’t you take care of your herd of 
cocks and stop worrying about mine?” 


Anastasia sat back, blinked, and then burst out laughing. “That’s 
one of the things I love about you, darlin’. You have a sharp, 
unexpected wit!” 


“Where were you all evening?” he asked. 


She sobered, her gaze narrowing. The breeze ruffled the strands 
of hair escaping from under her hat. As she watched him, Kyle sensed 
her mind racing to give him an acceptable excuse. 


“Tm a Conclave spy. You know I can’t divulge information to 
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you. 
“You can if the Conclave says you must.” 
“The Conclave hasn’t yet notified me of the need.” 


“Perhaps,” Kyle replied, “but if we don’t get a solid lead for this 
case soon, I may have to put in a request that you share your 
information with me.” He waited, his attention trained on Anastasia’ s 
eyes for any sign that might give him an edge. The flare of her pupils, 
rapid blinking, anything that would denote fear, deceit, or worry, but as 
always, the lady Drinker was cool and collected. 


How can she be so calm? Is she that secure in her ruse, whatever 
it may be? 

Shades twisted slightly in the navigation seat, speaking loudly 
over his right shoulder. “Tonight, when I caught Scott Bashian’s odor 
in the street, I saw you embracing a man behind a half-drawn blind of a 
hotel window!” 

Anastasia didn’t even bat an eye. She stared up at Shades as if he 
was the sweetest person she’d ever met. “Of course, he was in Fire 
Town, chéri. Im a spy who was told to go check things out here in the 
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Wastelands and do what I must to find out if Scott is guilty or innocent 
before the Conclave makes a decision about him.” 


“Who were you with in the hotel room, Anastasia?” Shades 
pressed, suspicion thick in his voice. 


“How would you know what Scott Bashian’s scent smells like?” 
she countered. 


“Why you little—” 


The jaunting car swerved as Shades reached behind him to grab 
Anastasia. She blocked his move by standing and pinning his arm 
behind his back, touching his thumb to his spine. Their conveyance 
traveled off the road, hit a big stone, and then jittered back into the 
driving lane. 


Shades let go of the steering wheel and whirled around on the seat 
to grab Anastasia by the throat. Leaping to his feet, Kyle grabbed the 
wheel with one hand, elbowing Shades in the ribs with his other arm. 


“Sit down and drive, Wolf!” he bellowed. 


Anastasia hissed. “Let go of me before I rip your fucking throat 
out, Shades. I will not tolerate having my every move scrutinized when 
we’re on the same team!” 


“How the hell do we know you’re truly on our side?” Shades 
snarled, his eyes aglow with feral heat. 


“Damn it to hell,” Kyle thundered as he attempted to maneuver 
the vehicle with Shades’s body blocking his view. Adrenaline pounded 
through his system. If he didn’t get the situation under control soon, 
someone would find them broken and bloody under the jaunting car or 
sprawled dead at the bottom of a ravine. “Take the fucking wheel, 
Shades! If we fight amongst ourselves, then Jaburn and whoever else is 
behind the theft of the rubies has already won the battle before it has 
officially started!” 


The Wolf sheriff spun around and gripped the navigation wheel. 
Kyle stood there for a moment, bracing himself against the edge of 
Shades’s seat. The brilliant moon shone down on the Wolf’s hands, 
claws unsheathed, the skin so white beneath his furred knuckles they 
glowed in the moonshine. 
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Slowly, Kyle sat next to Anastasia again. What the hell has gotten 
into everyone? He glanced up at the rubicund orb. Have we all become 
lunatics fueled by desperation, lust, and impending war? 

“What the hell,” Anastasia hissed into his ear, “is Sheriff Wolfie’s 
problem?” 

“He had a love affair with Scott Bashian that ended badly not 
long ago,” Kyle supplied, not caring if Shades overheard their 
conversation. “That’s how he knows his scent.” 

She sat quietly for a moment. Finally, she leaned up and patted 
Shades’s shoulder. “Darlin’, I’m sorry for being such a bitch. Really, I 
am. I didn’t know.” 

He stared straight ahead. “I apologize too. I shouldn’t have lashed 
out at you.” 

“With that said,” Kyle interjected, “do you think you can get your 
brother on a leash where Anastasia’s concerned?” 

Shades shook his head and shrugged. “I'll try, but I can’t 
guarantee anything.” 

The lights of Hellbent appeared on the horizon. As they 
approached the town, Kyle noticed the gray appearance of predawn 
smudging the sky. 

“Damnation,” he muttered. 

“What’s wrong?” asked Anastasia. 

“It’s the start of a new day.” 

“So?” 

“At the end of this new day, it will be the second phase of the 
Ruby Moon.” 

“Damn,” she replied softly. “Time’s getting away from us.” 

“We’ve got to solve this case, and soon,” Kyle said. 


ONCE they reached Hellbent, Kyle had Shades drop him off at the 
livery. If he had to ride off in a hurry or give chase, he wanted Denizen 
saddled and ready. He watched as Shades stopped in front of the hotel 
where Anastasia got out and went inside. The sheriff then crossed the 
street with the jaunting car and parked it next to the jailhouse. 
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Kyle turned back to the stable and entered the building through a 
side door. The thing that troubles me most is that we have no idea 
who’s an ally or a foe. 


The aromas of stable dust, horseflesh, hay, and grain mixed with 
molasses permeated his nose, comforting him. He found Denizen in the 
fourth stall on the left, her saddle, bridle, and blankets all tossed over 
the side of the compartment’s front wall. Upon seeing him, she 
nickered and offered him her big, velvety nose for a good rubbing. 


“I bet you’re more interested in a treat than you are petting, aren’t 
you, girl?” 

She snuffled against his vest, her large lips whapping softly at his 
pockets. 


Chuckling, Kyle scratched the whorl of hair between her wide-set 
eyes. “I thought as much.” 


He saddled his horse, leaving the reins off the bridle. He draped 
them over a nail on the outer wall for easy access should he have to 
leave in a hurry. A gentle footstep behind him alerted Kyle someone 
had entered the stable. He offered Denizen a sugar cube, and as she 
crunched happily, he exited the stall to find Shades waiting for him. 


“I figured you’d catch an hour or two of shuteye,” Kyle stated. 


“Tug and Bruno have already reported back to my brother,” 
Shades replied, his tone neutral. “The south and east outlaw bands met 
in a canyon where they holed up and have been under watch for the 
past two hours. One of Flanagan’s pack overheard some of them joking 
about how their decoy had worked. As a result, the renegades were 
taken into custody, splitting them between the jailhouses of Fire Town, 
Silver Disaster, and Sulfurville. By doing that, Flanagan hopes Jaburn’s 
manpower would be considerably less should he ambush Hellbent.” 


“The attack on Hellbent could be a decoy, too, you know.” Kyle 
latched the stall door. “For all we know, it might be a ploy to get all of 
us in town preparing for a battle while they raze a different settlement 
of importance to them.” 

“T thought of that, but we still have to take precautions, so I called 
in a few deputies and pack members we dispatched to the north and 
east to come into town and put the citizens on full alert.” 
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“You need to get some rest before things get ugly around here,” 
said Kyle. “Go back to the jailhouse and take it easy. If you’re 
exhausted, you’ll make a mistake.” 


“You need to rest too.” 


Kyle snorted. “I’m a Drinker, remember? Vampires don’t need 
nearly as much rest as a Moon Wolf or a human.” 


At the word human, Shades’s expression darkened. 


Frustrated at how quickly their friendship had turned complicated, 
Kyle strode to a ladder leading into the hayloft and climbed it. He 
grabbed a pitchfork and began forking hay into the slotted bin where 
Denizen could reach it. 


As if he were a lost, confused little boy, Shades stood below with 
chaff and tiny pieces of hayseed landing in the brim of his cowboy hat. 


“Shit!” Kyle leaned the pitchfork against a support beam. “I’m 
sorry if I upset you over the human.” 


“What was his name?” Shades didn’t look up. He just kept staring 
at the dirt floor. 


“Owen.” 
“Did you fancy him?” 
“What do you mean?” Kyle looked down at him. 


“Did you want him as your... as your mate?” the Wolf asked. He 
took his hat off and placed it on a nail sticking from one of the stable’s 
beams. 


Closing his eyes, Kyle struggled with himself. He wanted to 
comfort Shades, but Kyle couldn’t allow himself to get involved. 
Worse, he didn’t want Shades to get hurt. If the Moon Wolf was 
focused on the matter at hand instead of on their feelings for one 
another, then he was less likely to be distracted. 


Wait, do I have feelings for Shades? He shrugged the idea away. 
The fleeting thought was a prime example of distraction, and in his 
business and this situation, it could prove disastrous. 


He descended from the loft and stood several feet away from 
Shades. Early light had begun streaming through the stable’s slats, the 
golden glow illuminating the Wolf so that he looked even more 
handsome, his midnight hair full of sapphire highlights, the black shiny 
eye patch debonair and yet rakish. 
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Kyle gulped and forced his racing heart to slow. “I’m going to the 
bathhouse. You should go back to the jail and find an empty cot. You’ll 
need your strength later.” 


Turning, he took off his hat and swatted it against his thigh, 
dislodging the dust, grit, and hayseed from its crown and brim. As he 
walked away, Shades cleared his throat. 


“How can you walk away so easily?” the Wolf questioned. 


“Who said it was easy?” Kyle joked and kept moving toward the 
side door. “I’m exhausted from one hell of a saloon fight, so I’m pretty 
sore at the moment.” 


Something smashed into his back. He spun around, lost his 
footing, and landed with his ass pressed against bundles of straw 
stacked against one wall. Shades looked down at him, his eye glowing 
brightly, fangs protruding in a snarl. The all male and yet wild aroma of 
Shades’s personal scent wafted to Kyle and sent his pulse racing. The 
Wolf’s hands bit into Kyle’s shoulders, and the hard length of Shades 
pressed against him. Kyle started to move, but the obvious lump 
pushing against Kyle’s crotch shot fire through him. Kyle lay still, not 
wanting things to get out of hand. If he didn’t react, Shades might leave 
him alone, but oh how he wanted to react! How he wanted to throw the 
Moon Wolf onto the floor and fuck him until he begged for mercy. 


“If you really feel that way,” Shades growled, “then tell me you 
don’t want me.” 


“This is not the time or place—” 
“Tell me!” 


Anger bubbled up out of Kyle’s gut. He bared his fangs and 
hissed, “Get. Off. Of. Me.” 


Shades’s claws bit into Kyle’s shoulders where he pinned him to 
the straw. “Make me. If you’re so cool and collected, if you’re such an 
alpha male, then make me.” 


He repeated his earlier reply. “This is not the time or the place, 
Shades.” Kyle looked into the sheriffs eye, willing him to understand, 
to give him space, and to wait until things were settled. 

“Fuck that, Kyle. I want you, and I know you want me too.” The 
Wolf drew him closer, their faces inches apart. “Why do you keep 
fighting what we feel between us?” 
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Lust thundered through every nerve ending in Kyle’s body. He 
wrestled to calm his breathing and slow his pulse, but all he wanted 
was to sink his cock into Shades’s beautiful ass, and then, when he’d 
finished with him, he craved for Shades to roll him over and do the 
same thing to him too. 


“Because I have to,” Kyle replied evenly, despite the earthquake 
happening inside his body. “How we may or may not feel isn’t 
important right now. The safety of the paranormal races is what’s 
important.” 


“Maybe you prefer human men?” Shades snapped back. “Maybe 
you don’t even like Life Drinkers as sexual partners and are too 
ashamed to admit you want a Moon Wolf instead.” 


“Look, I apologized for the human, but I used him for a reason. 
What I did was wrong, and I feel badly that I hurt you—and even worse 
that Owen was killed as a result—but Owen used me too.” 


“You keep saying there’s nothing between us, so why hurt me by 
using the human?” Shades countered. 


“You don’t understand that there seems to be a higher purpose 
involved and that something strange has brought us together! Although 
we both may feel something for one another, you insist it’s chemistry 
between us. You can’t seem to rein in your alpha hormones long 
enough to use your mind, and it pisses me off,” Kyle shot back. 


Damnation! The anger between us is only making the need to fuck 
him even more intense. He closed his eyes, put his hands against 
Shades’s chest, and pushed. 


“Why you self-righteous son of a bitch!” Shades snarled. 


Before Kyle could react, Shades’s mouth came down on his. His 
kiss, angry and raw, bruised Kyle’s lips, but Kyle couldn’t shove him 
away, couldn’t draw enough willpower to make Shades stop. Fangs 
pinched Kyle’s mouth, but he kissed the Wolf back, wanting more of 
Shades, needing the wild passion, the intense emotion that he poured 
out on Kyle. His anger and lust banished Kyle’s loneliness and made 
Kyle feel needed and alive. 

Shades released Kyle’s mouth and trailed kisses along his jawline 
up to his ear, where he whispered, “Let me make love to you, Drinker. I 
want you, and no matter what you say, I know you want me too.” 
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From deep within himself, Kyle drew enough strength to push the 
Wolf off of him again. “Enough!” He trembled from head to toe, his 
cock so damn hard it amazed him the buttons didn’t snap off his 
britches. “We don’t have time for this, Shades. You’re playing with 
fire.” 


“Maybe you are too. Maybe this is what we both need.” Shades’s 
eye had transformed from its bright, feral glow to the eye of a ravenous 
wolf. “Deny it all you want, but if there’s more to it, then I welcome 
it.” 

It took all his willpower, but Kyle whirled around, grabbed his hat 
where it had been knocked from his hand, and hurried toward the door 
again. 

“No!” Shades hit him from behind a second time. “We’re going to 
talk about this—” 

With an animalistic snarl, Kyle twisted his body, jerking Shades 
up against his torso, his hands full of his vest and shirt, and then 
slammed the Wolf against the neighboring wall so hard that the 
horseshoeing tools jittered merrily. 


COWBOY RUBIES 95 


CHAPTER 
THIRTEEN 


“STOP it, Shades!” 

“Make me.” 

The heat in Shades’s eye nearly bowled Kyle over. “Shades,” 
Kyle said, his tone full of reason, “we’re not a couple of schoolboys 
getting our kicks.” 

“That’s right,” the sheriff replied, his smile both arrogant and 
sexy as hell, “we’re not.” 

Something primal washed through Kyle. He stared directly into 
Shades’s eye as he palmed the Wolf’s groin. Shades’s eye rolled back 
in his head, and he groaned with such need that Kyle’s cock twitched in 
response. He stroked the Wolf’s hard prick, then squeezed it to be 
rewarded with a sharp intake of breath from him. 

Reason returned to Kyle, and he stopped. Shades’s eye flew open. 
Stepping back, Kyle ran one hand through his hair, his body in turmoil, 
skin coated with perspiration and dust from their struggle. 

“By the Ruby Moon God,” he muttered. “I’m asking you for the 
last time to just go back to the jailhouse and get some sleep.” 

At that, Shades straightened and unbuttoned his pants. He pushed 
his cloth britches and undergarment down over his hips to reveal his 
large, eager cock. The tip glistened with pre-cum, and veins marbled 
the pale, delicate skin. 

“Regardless of what’s happening in our world,” said Shades, “all 
we can do is our best. Just like you said, there must be some higher 
force drawing us together, but for the moment we’re just a couple of 
cowboys searching for rubies and maybe some true love.” His soft 
voice calmed Kyle’s anger. “You want me, so don’t deny it any 
longer.” 
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Something snapped inside Kyle. He lunged at Shades, driving 
him against the wall again. The tools jingled, and dust rained down on 
them. Kyle kissed Shades hard and long. He investigated the seam of 
his lips with his tongue until Shades opened his mouth for him. Their 
fangs clicked together, tongues questing, searching, tasting. 

Shades fumbled with the front of Kyle’s pants as Kyle gripped 
Shades’s prick and pumped it up and down. The Wolf moaned against 
his mouth as he struggled harder with Kyle’s buttons. Finally, cool 
morning air caressed Kyle’s prominent hard-on, and with sensation 
pulsing throughout his body and the need to come overwhelming, Kyle 
paused long enough to stoop and yank off the Wolf’s boots and guide 
his pants off to toss them aside. 

“Undress for me,” Shades panted. “I want to feel your skin 
against mine.” 

“Shut up and let me fuck you.” Grabbing Shades by his hips, 
Kyle hoisted him up against the wall, trapping the Wolf’s throbbing 
cock between their abdomens. 

Shades groaned and wrapped his arms around Kyle’s shoulders, 
his head lolling on the planks supporting his backside, the leather eye 
patch shining in a beam of early-morning sunshine. “By the Ruby 
Moon God,” he whispered and hooked his legs around Kyle’s waist, “it 
seems as though I’ve been waiting a lifetime for you.” 

The soft hair on Shades’s legs sliding along his waist sent tingles 
of anticipation through Kyle; his cock was so hard it hurt and yet was 
sweet torture. He shifted slightly, bending at the knees, and pointed his 
prick toward Shades’s ass, the tip of it nestling between his buttocks. 

“Yes!” Shades wriggled, forcing the head of Kyle’s cock against 
his anus. “Oh, yes. Fuck me.” 

The Wolf’s movements were Kyle’s undoing. He shocked himself 
with a voracious growl and pushed against Shades’s asshole. Venting 
his sexual frustrations on Owen had done nothing to assuage the need 
that still crashed through him. J want Shades and only Shades. I want to 
dominate him, to love him, and in return I want his love. 

The realization propelled Kyle over the edge. He had to have 
Shades as his mate, now and forever. Pushing into the Wolf, Kyle 
steeled himself for his warm tightness. The ring of muscles parted, and 
Kyle’s cock slid into Shades’s ass. Hot tightness encased Kyle’s prick, 
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and Shades bucked, his head falling back again, arms pulling Kyle into 
a crushing embrace. 


“Yes! Oh, yes!” Shades cried. 


Between them, Kyle felt Shades’s cock throbbing, its hardness 
like a rod pushed between their abdomens. Kyle began thrusting, and 
Shades shifted his hips, pushing him deeper. 


“Ungh!” Kyle groaned. 


He gripped the cheeks of Shades’s ass harder as he pumped into 
his body. At each stroke, the ring of muscles rolled over Kyle’s cock, 
shooting fireworks of desire all through Kyle’s limbs and torso. A 
maddening tingling sensation began at the base of Kyle’s spine and 
spread like liquid fire into his balls. 


“Come on,” Shades howled. “Fuck me harder, Kyle. Show me 
what you’re made of!” 


At that, Kyle straightened with Shades in his arms and dropped to 
his knees. Slowly, he lay down with Shades under him and fucked him 
missionary style. His cock pummeled Shades’s ass, the need to come so 
overwhelming that Kyle thought he’d go insane from it, but he still 
pumped into his lover. He thrust so hard and pushed against the floor so 
forcefully with his knees that he scooted the Moon Wolf across the 
straw-strewn dirt. 


Shades kept his feet hooked behind Kyle’s knees, his arms like 
vices around his ribs. “Yes! Yes!” he screamed as he bucked his hips to 
keep Kyle’s cock seated as far inside him as possible. 


Still Kyle fucked him. Harder and harder he drove his prick into 
Shades’s ass, the throbbing of the Wolfs cock grew more intense 
against Kyle’s lower belly, and suddenly hot, sticky liquid coated their 
bellies as Shades screamed out his release in the form of a half-human, 
half-wolfen howl. 


The sound unraveled what little sanity Kyle had left. The fire in 
his balls coursed into the base of his cock and spread through it in 
flaming quicksilver. Pumping furiously, Kyle shouted out his release as 
his cock erupted. He humped like mad, sliding Shades all the way 
across the front of the stable to bump his head against the grain bin. 
There, Kyle thrust a few more times, milking the last of his seed into 
Shades’s firm, hot ass. 
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SHADES’S shoulders slumped. At last, something inside of him 
shifted, easing the wild, pent-up feeling within his body. He closed his 
eyes, the lid of his bad one slower to respond than the other, and 
sighed. 


Kyle’s entire body stiffened. He slid out of Shades and scrambled 
to his feet. “Damnation! This shouldn’t have happened!” he snarled. 


“You know it’s more than a screw, Kyle. Can’t you feel the 
connection? Something has happened, but I don’t know what it is yet. 
We need to explore this more. You just can’t deny it and walk away.” 
Shades grabbed the hankie from the back pocket of his discarded pants 
and wiped his now-flaccid cock. The scent of their lovemaking and the 
aroma of horses and hay swirled around the barn. Peace settled the wolf 
inside him. 

“It’s a miracle one of the stable hands didn’t walk in on us.” Kyle 
moved to the door and looked back, his expression confused, eyes full 
of trepidation. “I know what you’re saying, Shades. I feel it, too, but 
whatever we have between us has got to wait. We can’t put others in 
danger. I can’t do it any other way, and don’t ask me to.” Kyle 
slammed his hat on his head and turned away. “Get some sleep. You 
don’t need to be so tired that you get hurt again.” He shoved the door 
open so hard it slapped against the outside wall. 


Shades pulled his pants on, buttoning them, and shoved his feet 
into his boots. “So you do feel it, Drinker. Soon you’ll be mine.” 
Shades followed Kyle to the bathhouse. The street remained deserted, 
and a warm, gentle breeze stirred around him. The Ruby Moon hung 
low on the horizon, the last traces of it leaving a faint pink smudge in 
the pale blue sky. Somewhere a rooster crowed, and a coyote yipped on 
the outskirts of town. 


At the sight of the bathhouse, Shades smiled. Flashes of his father 
working on the new water system clouded his mind’s eye. For six years 
he and his brothers had worked with his sire, building the community 
wash building, the only one of its kind for hundreds of desert miles. 
The conical-shaped structure looked almost frightening with its large 
system of funnels reaching toward the sky to catch precipitation like 
giant tin man fingers. After the construction was finished, the town 
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couldn’t use the bathhouse until the spring rains filled the holding 
tanks. Then, the place was open for business and all bath water was 
pumped through a steam filtration system that purified the water and 
routed it back into the holding tanks. As long as coal was fed to the 
furnace on a regular basis, the rest of the building was self-contained. 


“Dad, you’d be proud of what you’ve accomplished here.” 


He opened the door and stepped inside. Cloying, hot steam 
surrounded him as he walked into the sauna. The darkness of the foyer 
felt even hotter, but the fresh scent of running water filled his nostrils. 
Shades paused, listening for other patrons. The sound of splashing 
reached him, as did Kyle’s intoxicating scent mixed with lye soap and 
the special herb that the washing house used to help keep the baths 
clean. Slowly, he moved into the private room where he heard Kyle. 
Watching the Drinker scrub himself, Shades’s body responded. He 
already wanted Kyle again. The Resolution Agent stood waist-deep in a 
square, tiled tub, his head low and his long wet hair slicked against his 
strong back. 


“You should be resting, Shades,” Kyle said, his voice a whisper 
of reborn sexual agony. 


Shades stripped out of his clothes and threw them next to Kyle’s, 
which were folded neatly in a pile on a straight-backed chair. Like their 
discarded clothing, Shades mused, they were both different yet the 
same. 


“You need me as I need you. I can’t allow you to suffer alone. I 
know what it’s like to feel guilty. Don’t let Owen’s death eat you like 
my choosing a killer for a lover did to me.” Shades walked around the 
inset tub and stepped into the water in front of Kyle. The Drinker’s 
dark green gaze, full of guilt, met Shades’s. “I shouldn’t have said what 
I did earlier, Kyle.” Shades offered him a tentative smile. “I could 
never play poker. I’m afraid my emotions always give me away.” 


Kyle chuckled softly and reclined on one of the tiled benches 
beneath the water. “You don’t say.” 


Shades sat next to him and wrapped his arm around his shoulders. 
“I know you don’t want to dive into what’s happening with us, and I 
understand your nervousness, but it’s something more than both of us 
can explain, so we should just let it happen.” He kissed Kyle’s neck and 
scraped his teeth against the flesh. 
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“T shouldn’t have touched Owen. If I hadn’t used him, he’d be 
alive right now.” He lifted his hands out of the water. “I’m shaking, and 
I never shake. You drive me insane, Shades. I have never put my own 
needs before others, and I won’t do it again.” 


Shades engulfed one of Kyle’s hands in his. “I can tell you’re 
weak and need to feed. Take what you need from me, Kyle. At least let 
me give you that for today.” Although it bothered him to give Kyle 
space, he knew Kyle needed time to think and do things his way. “If 
after this day,” he added, each word nearly choking him with their 
sting, “you need to go your way, I won’t stop you.” 

Kyle turned toward him. “I’m only accepting your offer because 
if I don’t, I won’t have the strength needed to fight later. Our 
lovemaking didn’t satisfy my need for you.” He lowered his head and 
licked Shades’s smooth chest. “Only this once.” 

“As you wish, Kyle.” 

Kyle sank his fangs into Shades’s chest right above his heart. The 
pain, quick and piercing, sent a pang through Shades’s midsection and 
straight to his cock. Kyle flattened his tongue against Shades’s skin, yet 
at the same time, he moved it in a pumping motion as he fed, his lips 
tight against Shades’s pectoral muscle. 


Shades tightened his arms around him and raked his hand through 
Kyle’s long hair, the Conclave agent’s scent embedded into his soul for 
all time. No matter what Kyle’s excuse might be after this was all over, 
Shades knew the Drinker would come back to him somehow, some 
way. 

Finished, Kyle licked the puncture wounds dry. He pressed his 
thumb across them, staying the blood flow. “Thank you, Shades.” 


The sincerity in his voice touched Shades’s heart. “Turn around, 
Kyle. I need to bury my cock into you at least this one time.” Shades 
gently turned him around, but Kyle twisted in his grasp and grabbed 
Shades’s neck. 


“Just this one time,” he repeated firmly, but uncertainty tinged his 
words. He claimed Shades’s mouth, his fangs poking Shades’s bottom 
lip. However, his tongue swirled over Shades, easing the sting as 
Shades tasted blood. 


Desire cascaded through Shades. His prick hardened further, and 
lust coursed through his veins. Unable to stand it any longer, he had to 
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have his chance at fucking Kyle and showing him how much he wanted 
him in the same manner. 


Shades broke their kiss and murmured, “My turn.” 


He grasped Kyle by the shoulders and spun him around, 
propelling him to the edge of the tub. 


“Someone might walk in on us,” Kyle protested, trying to 
straighten. 


“Tt didn’t stop you in the stable,” Shades whispered in his ear. He 
flicked his tongue out and caressed Kyle’s earlobe. He rewarded 
Shades with a full-body shiver. 


Shades palmed his cock, pressed it against Kyle’s firm, white ass, 
and paused. “I want you so badly, Kyle. Last chance to tell me no.” 


With a deep sigh, Kyle turned lax against him and bent forward, 
presenting his ass to Shades. “No, I want you to fuck me. I need it. I 
need to feel like I belong to someone even if it’s just for a few 
minutes.” 


Reaching in front of Kyle, Shades gripped his lover’s eager prick 
and rubbed his hand up and down it. Groans tumbled from Kyle’s lips 
as he braced the backsides of his forearms on the tub’s rim and rested 
his forehead on them. His pleasured sounds grew louder and more 
pronounced the more Shades massaged his organ. Shades gulped as he 
pumped Kyle’s cock, his own member so damn hard he struggled to 
maintain control over his body. 


He slowly penetrated Kyle’s tight hole. In Shades’s excitement, 
claws sprouted from his hands as he grabbed Kyle’s hips and forced 
him back further onto his cock. “Yes!” he growled and began thrusting. 


“I love your claws,” Kyle hissed, pumping his member as Shades 
loved him from behind. 


“Baby!” Shades smiled and scraped his fangs across the back of 
Kyle’s neck. He couldn’t have stopped himself if he wanted to, and he 
didn’t. He bit down on Kyle’s cowl muscle, marking him. 

“Damnation, Shades!” Kyle snapped and pulled forward, 
breaking their connection. He spun around and shoved Shades 
backward. 

Caught off guard, Shades windmilled his arms and fell with a 
loud splash. Water seared his sinuses, and he came up coughing. As he 
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hacked and choked, he stared in surprise at Kyle, whose eyes flashed 
red. 


“You’ve gone too far,” Kyle ground out. “Now you’re going to 
pay.” He pounced on Shades, water spraying with the movement, and 
bent him over. 


Kyle pressed his cock against Shades’s asshole and pushed into it. 
Shades moaned and shoved backward, needing his lover’s entire 
member deep inside his body. Never would he get enough of Kyle. His 
Drinker leaned forward, covering Shades’s back with his chest, and 
threaded his fingers with Shades’s clawed ones. He sank his fangs into 
the back of Shades’s neck, and in that instant, Kyle’s cock pulsed as he 
released his seed into Shades’s body. 
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CHAPTER 
FOURTEEN 


THE new scent hit him like a runaway steamcoach. Shades jumped up 
and pushed Kyle behind him. The aroma of danger urged his wolf to 
transform. His bones crunched, muscles stretched and shifted, and fur 
sprouted over his body. However, he restrained himself from changing 
into a full werewolf. As his old lover grinned down at him from the 
tub’s surrounding platform, Shades realized his weapon lay amongst 
his discarded clothing behind Dante. If he morphed into a full 
werewolf, Shades would go into a murderous rage and kill everyone 
before he had the answers from Dante that he so desperately wanted. 


“Caught ya with your pants down, didn’t I?” Satisfaction gyrated 
in Dante’s cold eyes. “What’s wrong, Shades? Are you getting old 
before your time, or were you so wrapped up in a fucking session I 
managed to sneak up on ya?” He made a tsk-tsk sound. “Well, at least I 
see you still have the stamina you used to have. Too bad you touched 
tainted meat. I never would have guessed you’d cross over to fucking 
Life Drinkers.” He shook his head like a schoolteacher scolding a 
student. “You should’ve stuck with your own kind... like me.” He 
licked his lips. 

“What the hell do you want, Dante?” Shades asked, venom in his 
voice. 

“That’s the jackass who was your longest lover?” Kyle 
whispered. 

Shades looked askance at Kyle and muttered, “Shut the hell up. 
People change.” 

“Tve come to give you a message, lover. Jaburn has your family 
held hostage, and if you want to see them alive again”—he laughed, the 
sound pure filth—‘he wants you to meet him at your family’s farm— 
only you, Shades.” 
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“What the fuck for?” Anger rippled through Shades. He clenched 
his hands, but his talons pierced his palms, and he quickly let them go 
lax again. Shivering with fury, he asked, “What do I or my family have 
that Jaburn could possibly want?” 


“Tt seems he wants the knowledge of your pa’s inventions.” Dante 
nodded at the water system. “The blueprints to his inventions and 
anything he’s passed on to you about metallurgy, chemistry, and 
weaponry might just save you and your family... for now. You have 
four hours to meet him at your pa’s grave. Don’t disappoint him, 
sweetheart.” 


Shades needed an answer for why Dante had killed his sister. 
He’d been longtime lovers with Dante, and despite the way their 
relationship had ended, Etta had been a good friend to Dante. 


“I thought you were close to Etta?” Shades managed. “Tell me 
why you killed her, Dante. Although you weren’t happy with Etta, she 
truly did love you. Hell, she wouldn’t even take down that drawing you 
did for her. Etta would say....” Shades gulped before continuing. “She 
would say you were confused and that you’d come home.” 


“Shades, I have no idea what you’re talking about regarding your 
little sister. Etta left to visit family. I made sure of that. I would never 
have put her in danger.” 


Heat flashed into Shades’s guts, the feeling like having mush for 
innards. He rushed Dante, only to be shoved back into the water by two 
other Wolves he hadn’t noticed earlier. “You’re lying! You'll die for 
this, Dante, you'll die! You killed the one person who still loved you!” 
He started to charge him again, but Kyle grabbed Shades around his 
waist. 

“Let him leave. We have more important things to do right now.” 
Kyle kissed Shades’s neck as the three left the bathhouse, laughing. 

Dante’s words only infuriated Shades more, and he howled out 
his anger. “She’s dead and you killed her, you bastard!” 


A brief silence was followed by Dante’s voice ringing out in the 
hall. “I never thought I’d see the day Shades would fuck a Life Drinker, 
boys. It’s a sad day, indeed.” 
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Kyle released him. Shades jumped out of the water and shifted to 
his human form again. Rushing across the room, he stopped and 
snatched up his clothes. 


“Well, it seems we have our answer. Jaburn and Dante are 
certainly working together.” He turned toward the exit, but Kyle lunged 
out of the tub, crossed the bathing chamber, and grabbed his arm. 


“We have to be careful, Shades, and keep clear heads. We can’t 
go in to your farm without a plan,” Kyle advised. “Get your men 
together and meet me at the jailhouse. P11 wake Anastasia, and we’ll 
figure this out and get your family back safe and sound. Just know that 
although they’re your family, I won’t risk your life for theirs,” he 
snarled and pulled his Wolf lover into his arms. “I have your back and 
won’t let you down.” He released Shades, stepping aside, his gaze 
hardening. “No one threatens what is mine.” He quickly toweled dry 
and donned his clothes. 


Shades gaped at his new lover as delight and elation roared 
through him. Of all the times for Kyle to say what he wanted to hear, it 
had to be now. He shook his head and hurried out of the building on his 
way to the jail. He needed to look at that telegraph he’d found one more 
time. Something about it bugged him. 


Kyle hurried across the street. He moved with grace, his strides 
long and sure. Men scattered out of his way as he jumped up on the 
plank walk leading to the hotel. He glanced back and nodded to Shades 
before he disappeared into the building. 


Shades knew Kyle was nothing like Dante, that despite what Kyle 
had said earlier, it was just his way of showing his alpha personality. 
Kyle would stand by his side, fighting for his family as if they were his 
own. If only I could have met Kyle before Dante, none of this would 
have happened. Etta, I’m so sorry. 


Tug jogged across the street to meet him. “You do know they 
have your brother, too, right? He was sweeping the east section of town 
with two men when they jumped him. The two men are dead, but there 
was no trace of your brother. What do you want me to do, Shades?” 


He stopped and faced Tug. “Gather the deputies and the rest of 
Flanagan’s pack. You have half an hour, no more. And Tug, bring the 
mechanical wagon out of its hiding place. It’s time to try out my pa’s 
other invention. Let’s just pray this one works as well as the other ones 
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did. It’s our only hope. I'll meet you at the jailhouse. I have something 
else to do first.” 


Tug sucked in a breath. “You sure you want to use that wagon? I 
mean, it hasn’t been tested, and if by any chance Jaburn or Dante get 
their hands on it, they could kill so many.” He pushed his hand through 
his hair. 


“Don’t question my decisions, Tug. Damn it, we have no choice. 
Don’t you think I know the risk? Jaburn’s bunch and the Creepers are 
one gang now, and they outnumber us three to one. We don’t have any 
time to spare to save my family, plus we’re running out of time to find 
the rubies. Even if it means risking my family, we have no choice but 
to use my father’s invention. Both paranormal races and all of mankind 
will be destroyed if we don’t.” Shades let out a frustrated growl and 
stormed toward his office. 


He slammed the door open, and it hit the wall with a bang. Shades 
moved to his desk and grabbed his journal, searching for the telegram. 
Suddenly he remembered Kyle had tucked it into his shirt pocket. 


“Shit!” 


“ANASTASIA!” Kyle pounded on the door to her room. “Anastasia, 
open the damn door!” 


The doors to the next two rooms opened. A human male poked 
his head into the hallway and blinked sleepily at him. With a loud 
yawn, he ducked inside again. The lady Wolf in the next rental down 
from the human muttered something about rude Drinkers and slammed 
her door shut. 


The lock disengaged to Anastasia’s door, and she peeped out at 
Kyle, her hair loose and tousled around her face and shoulders. She 
wore a rough towel wrapped around her body and tucked snugly 
between her ample bosoms, which strained against their confinement. 


“What the hell’s going on now?” she grumbled, a disgruntled 
expression settling over her regal features. “Can’t a girl go take a bath 
and get at least a couple hours of sleep before you start bossing her 
around?” 
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He pushed her aside and stalked into the room. “Get dressed, and 
make it snappy.” 


“Now listen here, you overgrown vampire!” She straightened her 
stance, glaring at him. “I’m on my way to the bathhouse for a much 
needed bath, and I won’t tolerate—” 


“We just found out that Jaburn and his gang have indeed joined 
forces with the Creepers and they’re holding Shades’s family hostage 
out on their farm.” 


“By the Ruby Moon God,” she whispered. She moved over to 
Kyle and looked up into his eyes. “What reason could Jaburn have for 
taking the Hollowvale family hostage?” 


“We’re not positive. However, my guess is that he wants to get 
his hands on the blueprints and plans for some of Shades’s father’s 
inventions and the journals he kept about weaponry, metallurgy—” 


“Jaburn has razed all the villages, forcing people into the bigger 
towns, which he now intends to conquer one by one by using that 
knowledge.” She stared at Kyle, her green eyes wide open with 
horrified revelation, her face ashen. 


“That’s what I think, yes.” He began pacing and motioned for her 
to hurry up. “And if Jaburn has the rubies or knows who does, hell use 
them to amplify his power and force every Drinker, Wolf, and human 
on Earth to follow and obey him.” 


Anastasia dropped her towel to the floor. Naked, she hurried to 
the armoire and yanked a fresh pair of breeches off a hanger. Although 
he’d seen her naked before, Kyle turned and faced the still-made bed. A 
painting of the desert hung above it, and an oil lamp burned on the 
bedside table, its wick turned low. 


“But Jaburn doesn’t know how to use the rubies. No one has ever 
figured out how to unlock their powers.” 


“Either he’s stumbled across something by accident,” Kyle 
replied and reached over to lower the wick, forcing the flame out, “or 
he knows someone who has discovered how to do it.” He half turned, 
looking askance at Anastasia. “If that’s the case, our world is doomed.” 


Crossing the room to a chest of drawers, Anastasia tripped over 
one of her discarded red boots. She dug a pair of underpants from one 
of the drawers and stepped into them, jerking them up over her long, 
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shapely legs and round hips. She donned a corset and turned, allowing 
Kyle to lace it up the back. 


“You’re shaking,” Kyle observed. 


“I’m afraid. The very notion that someone like Jaburn might have 
discovered how to unlock the rubies’ power terrifies me for the future. 
Holy hell, Kyle, do you have any idea what that fiend will do to our 
world?” 


“Do you have any idea what he’ll do to Shades’s family if his 
demands aren’t met?” He tugged hard on the laces. 


“What about Flanagan?” She spun around, jerking the strings out 
of his hands. “Is he out there too?” 


He shook his head. “I don’t know, honey. Shades was on his way 
to the jailhouse when I came up here to get you.” 


A stricken look crossed her face. “I hope Flanagan was out with 
his pack members instead of out at the farm.” 


“Flanagan is used to dealing with men like Jaburn and the 
Creepers, so I’m sure he’s fine.” He offered her a smile in hopes of 
comforting her. “After all, he’s the leader of the local Moon Wolf pack, 
so he’s strong and has plenty of tricks up his sleeve.” 


“T hope you’re right.” Anastasia hugged him quickly, then turned 
around again. “Finish tying my corset, and I'll yank on some britches 
and a shirt....” She tipped her head to one side and sniffed. “Wait. You 
smell like....” She laughed throatily. “You and Shades did it, didn’t 
you? You’ve finally taken a chance and—” 


“Enough! Who I do or don’t fuck is none of your business.” He 
finished tying her corset and walked to the door. 


“Kyle, ever since your family was killed in that train wreck and 
you joined the Conclave as a Resolution Agent, you won’t let anyone 
close to your heart. Hell, the only people you’ll fuck are those who you 
know, such as me, or total strangers so there are no emotional ties to 
them.” A sympathetic expression softened her eyes. “Jaburn and his 
gang are guilty for the death of your family as well as so many others— 
including my baby sister—so concentrate on getting justice for them 
instead of adding layers of ice to your heart.” 
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“Damnation!” Kyle gripped the doorknob so tightly his knuckles 
ached. “You’re a spy, Anastasia, not a head doctor.” 


“I may not be a doctor, but I’m a woman, and women have a 
sense about such things.” 


“Get dressed,” he grouched. “I'll wait for you by the front desk.” 
He stepped out and slammed the door behind him. 
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CHAPTER 
FIFTEEN 


SHADES paced back and forth. “What if he didn’t kill Etta after all? 
Did Jaburn do it to make it look like Dante is the murderer?” He ran his 
hand through his hair and looked up at the WANTED picture drawn of 
Dante. Even in the black-and-white drawing, the Wolf wore a haunted 
gaze. 

“If you were right, Etta, why would Dante do this now?” There 
were too many questions and no answers. 

The door opened, and he grinned, sensing Kyle. He turned and 
nodded to Anastasia, who ran to him and hugged him tightly. 

“I’m so sorry, Shades. We’ll get your family back somehow. 
Where’s your brother? I expected him to be here.” Her gaze searched 
the jail cells and then returned to meet his eyes. 

He sighed and glanced up at Kyle. “I don’t know where he is. Tug 
told me the two men Flanagan was with earlier were found dead an 
hour ago.” He growled, the sound rumbling low in his chest, and 
walked to the window. The sun had risen, and time was slipping away. 

The click of shells being loaded into a shotgun drew his attention 
away from the window. Anastasia loaded his deputy’s shotgun, her 
fangs low over her bottom lip. Her eyes glowed deep red. 

“This is the last straw, and this lady vamp has had enough. That 
man will not take another living soul away from me again,” she snarled 
and raced for the door. 

Kyle stepped in front of her and grasped her shoulders. “You 
can’t go in there by yourself, and you know it.” 

“Don’t you realize that Jaburn has taken someone from each of 
us?” she countered, her chest heaving. “He raped my baby sister and 
then strapped her down in the road to run over her in that mechanical 
contraption he drives, and then he took your entire fam—” 
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“That’s enough, Anastasia!” 

Kyle’s abrupt and furious retort startled Shades. What the hell’s 
his problem? 

“You can’t go running off halfcocked. It’ll only get you killed. 
You’re a spy, Anastasia, so you have to think with your head and not 
your heart. You just lectured me in your room, so now it’s my turn.” He 
drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Also, if I’m not mistaken, 
Shades has something else he needs to share with us.” Kyle looked up 
at him and nodded. “Don’t you.” 

“What are you talking about?” Shades asked uneasily. He tried to 
keep his face impassive, but inwardly, shock fired through him. How 
could he possibly know anything? 

“Tm a Resolution Agent,” Kyle replied with a don’t-give-me- 
any-of-your-shit look. “I’m trained to read people, and I know you’ve 
not told us something. Ever since Dante mentioned your father’s 
inventions and plans, you’re tenser than you were before. Now out with 
it.” 

Kyle had the upper hand, and they both knew it. It was pointless 
to hide anything further or argue the point. Leave it to me to fall for a 
Resolution Agent, of all people! 

With a heavy sigh of resignation, Shades said, “Before my father 
died, he was working on something special and what would be 
considered highly controversial. Only Flanagan and I knew about it. 
Mum would’ve been furious if she would’ve found out, but Pa was 
bound and determined to protect his pack and his family. He finished 
the invention, but never got the chance to test it. He contracted a 
strange fever that drained him of strength, then as the fever progressed, 
and no matter how much Mum kept giving him water, Father became 
very dehydrated. It was like he burnt up from the inside out. In five 
days, he was dead.” Shades walked over to Kyle and Anastasia. “His 
invention has been locked away for the past six months. Other than 
Tug, who helped me move the thing, no one, not even Flanagan, knew 
where I’d hidden it. Tug’s on his way back to Hellbent with the 
contraption now.” 

Almost as if Tug had heard his words, a rumbling reverberated 
throughout the town. Shades opened the door and watched as Tug 
steered an oversized wagon led by horses down the street, dust 
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blooming around its wheels. The cargo, concealed beneath a large tarp, 
was secured with cable and rope. 

“Get your horses and meet us at the hill behind the cemetery.” 
Shades’s gaze met Kyle’s. “We’ll get our plan ready there. The 
machine’s range will be effective enough to reach our meeting spot 
with Jaburn. PI show you how to use Pa’s invention, but you’ll be the 
only person other than me who knows how to do it.” He turned to 
leave, but Kyle grabbed his arm. 

“Where are you going to be when I use that thing?” Kyle’s grip 
tightened. 

Shades sighed and stared up at him. “I'll be at the house with 
Jaburn giving you the time needed to use it. If something should go 
wrong at the farm on my end, at least you’ll be safe so you can still find 
the rubies.” Shades traced his finger down his new lover’s face. 

Kyle hissed. “I don’t think so, Shades! PII be damned if I let you 
sacrifice your life.” 

Shades yanked his arm out of Kyle’s grasp. “Do you think I want 
this? There is no other way!” He bared his fangs in frustration. “I won’t 
let my family or you die because of that piece of crap out there. Now 
let’s go.” 

He stormed out of the jailhouse, jumped off the platform, and 
stomped to the wagon, where he climbed up next to Tug. “Let’s go,” he 
said to the Wolf. “Kyle and the lady vamp will meet us at the 
cemetery.” Shades didn’t look back as Tug drove the wagon out of 
Hellbent. 

Tug maneuvered the mechanical wagon along the pitted lane to 
the cemetery about a quarter mile outside of town. He drove through 
the graveyard’s open gate and between the headstones. 

He glanced at Shades. “If what you’ve told me about this weapon 
is true, you know it will also hurt Moon Wolves, right?” 

Shade nodded and stared straight ahead. “Pa always said danger 
lurks in every race, so he made sure it was equipped to handle both Life 
Drinkers and Moon Wolves. Yes, it will hurt us, but it won’t kill us. 
We’ll be sick until we take the antidote, but Pa made sure there was 
plenty stored at the farm and in town. All the Drinkers within one mile 
of the vicinity will be dead. We have no choice, Tug.” He pointed. “Up 
there, around the next turn, will be the best place to fire this thing. Did 
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you bring the dynamite also?” Shades turned to his loyal helper and 
patted him on the back. 

“Yeah, it’s in the back, but I don’t see why you need it.” 

“Because once this contraption has been fired, I want you to blow 
it up. We can’t have something like this thing stored here anymore. 
Once it’s used, every lowlife around will want it, and I won’t have it 
destroying lives, nor do I want to always be in a battle to keep it under 
lock and key. My father wouldn’t have wanted that. That’s why he kept 
it hidden. Its use is a one-time deal.” 

Shades jumped from the wagon as it stopped, and started untying 
the ropes even as their conveyance still rocked from its momentum. 

“What if Kyle or the female spy won’t allow it?” Tug pulled one 
of the tarps off the other end of the wagon. 

“They won’t be here to stop you. Once the weapon is fired, they’ Il 
come to the house to check on us. That’s when you’ll blow it up. I’m 
counting on you, Tug, so don’t let me down.” Shades looked up at the 
Wolf and held his gaze. 

“Tt will be done.” 

“Well, what do we have here?” Dante and four other Wolves 
crossed the cemetery and walked around the wagon. Shades turned to 
see six others waiting nearby if the need should arise to back their 
comrades up. 

“Something to assure that greedy bastard you’re partnered with 
will let my family go. Now, get lost, Dante. We have work to do before 
I meet with that asshole,’ Shades growled through clenched teeth, 
mentally thanking his father once more for his invention. 

The weapon didn’t look at all like a weapon, but it was almost a 
replica of the water system with one difference known only to him. 

“You do realize Jaburn will want this invention, too, right?” 
Anger and regret played across Dante’s face as he stepped in front of 
Shades. 

“Piss off!” Shades snapped. He glanced at Tug, who stood poised 
to fight if the need arose. 

Two men grabbed Shades’s arms as another two grabbed Tug’s, 
who had started to shift, but he stopped his transformation when Shades 
shook his head at him. 
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Dante leaned close, his nostrils flaring as he breathed in Shades’s 
scent, pupils dilating. “When we were talking about Etta back in the 
bathhouse, why did you accuse me of murdering her? I saw Etta leave, 
Shades. I even had three of my men follow her steamcoach to make 
sure she made it to her aunt’s home.” 

Shades drew in a deep breath. He trembled so hard he 
momentarily wondered if he’d rattle right out of his clothes. Fur started 
sprouting across his skin, the sting of it warning him he was moments 
from full transformation. “Like I’m going to believe anything you tell 
me, Dante. We got your personal message with Etta’s head! The lad 
who was paid to deliver it even mentioned your scar,” he said, glancing 
at Dante’s arm, “when we asked him what the person looked like who 
had sent him with the delivery.” 

Weapons clicked behind him, and Shades turned to find Kyle and 
Anastasia with their pistols pointed at his ex-lover’s head. Dante’s eyes 
widened, but he didn’t move. 

“Shades, as the Ruby Moon God is my witness, I didn’t kill Etta 
or send her head in a box as a message.” Shock swirled in Dante’s eyes, 
surprising Shades. “Etta is really dead?” 

Knocked off balance by his ex-lover’s expression, Shades nodded 
slowly. “My sister’s head was delivered to me in a hat box two days 
ago, so don’t play stupid with me.” He spat at his feet. 

Dante turned and motioned for his men to follow him. “I don’t 
care if you believe me or not. I didn’t kill Etta, but I think I know who 
did, and he’ll pay for her death. Nathan!” He turned his furious rage on 
Shades once more. “Nathan... he was with Etta when she left for her 
aunt’s.” Dante howled, sending a chill down Shades’s spine. 

Shades had totally forgotten about his nephew. He hung his head 
in shame as tears slipped down his face. If Dante is right... no, he can’t 
be. If Nathan took his fury out on his own mother, I'll kill him myself! 

“No one double-crosses me—no one!” Dante shifted into 
werewolf form and ran through the graveyard, dodging between the 
grave markers. His gang members released both Shades and Tug, 
morphed into their werewolf forms, too, and raced after their leader. 

Shades rubbed his arm and stared at Dante’s retreating form. 
“Let’s hope you didn’t, Dante, because when this is over, you’ll be my 
next target after I find Nathan.” 
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Kyle approached him with Anastasia on his heels as she kept her 
sights on the rest of Dante’s retreating gang. “You still have feelings 
for him?” Kyle asked. 

He rubbed the bridge of his nose and turned to see Kyle standing 
stiff as a board, his gaze hard and demanding. He returned to the wagon 
and reached to undo one of the cables, but Kyle stopped him with a 
hand over his. 

“I need an answer, Shades. Also, who is Nathan? Right now we 
don’t have time to search for anyone, so send someone else to do it, 
like Tug. He can search for this Nathan person.” His hot breath 
caressed Shades’s neck, and Kyle’s firm body pressed against his 
backside. 

Shades inhaled his scent, the aroma relaxing him. Regardless, the 
Drinker’s jealousy over Dante shot a spear of happiness through him, 
and he smiled. “My feelings for Dante died a long time ago. If he didn’t 
kill Etta, Pll let him live. He was a part of my family since I was six 
and was more or less my best friend before he became my lover. Even 
though he’s gone down the wrong road, and I left the Creepers as a 
result, it would still upset my mother and the others to lose him, 
especially after my sister’s death.” He nodded to Tug. “After this is 
over with Jaburn, I'll send Tug to find Nathan. However, I must warn 
you. I won’t rest until I find my nephew. I have no choice. It’s what 
Etta would have expected.” 

Kyle squeezed his hand and stepped back, letting the matter drop. 
“How is this strange machine going to help us?” 


IT SEEMED that there was more to the story of Dante than what Shades 
had let on. Kyle didn’t want to push the issue, but at the same time, he 
felt as though Shades had lied to him. Regardless, Kyle couldn’t miss 
the shocked look in Dante’s eyes, and as much as he hated to admit it, 
he didn’t believe that the Creepers’ leader had killed Etta. Jaburn was a 
more likely suspect in his opinion. 

As Shades unhooked cables and removed knots from the ropes 
strapped across the tarp, Kyle admired his lithe and muscled body. 
Sweating, Shades set his hat on the seat of the wagon and paused to 
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wipe his brow with his sleeve. Even damp with sweat, his hair glistened 
with blue fire. 

Shades glanced over at him and smiled. A thrill wound through 
Kyle. He looked away as Shades said, “Help me pull the tarp off, and 
then PI show you how this thing works.” 

Together, they yanked the cover off and left it lying against a 
crumbling headstone. Looking at the contraption in the wagon’s bed, 
Kyle couldn’t fathom what it could possibly be used for. It looked like 
a giant spider turned upside down, its overly large metal legs sticking 
up in the air. On the end next to the wagon seat, a long barrel about six 
inches in diameter poked toward the heavens as if it were a giant 
stinger. 

“Damnation!” Kyle shook his head in wonder. “What the hell is 
this thing, Shades?” 

The Wolf sheriff moved back a few steps, his face full of 
admiration for his father’s invention. “My pa invented it to protect my 
family as well as Hellbent from someone like Jaburn and his gang. The 
only downside is that without enough warning, it will hurt both 
Drinkers and Wolves.” He patted the invention like he would a horse 
that had put in a good day’s work. “You put silver nitrate in this slot to 
fire it in liquid form, this one here,” he said as he pointed, “converts it 
to a vapor which is vacuumed into small missiles that break upon 
contact and release the solution as a poisonous gas, and this one here 
uses the heat made by steam to adhere the nitrate to lead bullets which 
are fired from that turret up there.” He jerked his head upward, 
indicating the gunner’s chair on the top of the machine. 

“Your father must have had an amazing mind,” said Kyle. 

“Yes, he did. He was a brilliant person.” Shades walked to the 
back of the wagon and lowered the gate, where he retrieved a metal 
can. “Put the silver nitrate in each tank. I’m going to....” He glanced 
around. “Where’s Anastasia?” 

Kyle turned, his gaze sweeping across the cemetery and the 
outskirts of Hellbent. A sinking sensation landed in his gut. 
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CHAPTER 
SIXTEEN 


“AW, HELL,” Kyle snapped. “I bet she went to your family’s farm to 
look for Flanagan.” 


“Damn!” Dropping the can on the ground, Shades kicked a rock 
that flipped end over end to crack against one of the wagon wheels. 
“What is wrong with that woman? She’s going to mess everything up 
and possibly cost my brother and the rest of my family their lives!” 


“She’s a Conclave spy, Shades, so you have to trust that she 
knows what she’s doing.” 


Exasperated, Shades held his hands in the air as he cussed and 
ranted. “She’s a spy whose mind is clouded by her love for Flanagan— 
one whom I think is tied to Scott Bashian too!” 

“Damnation!” Momentarily defeated, Kyle ignored Shades’s jab 
about Bashian and leaned against the wagon’s side. “You’re right about 
her feelings for Flanagan. Think we should go find her?” 

“No.” Shades stomped over to his hat, grabbed it, and slapped it 
down on his head. “She knows she’s taking a chance and could be 
killed just like anyone else, so it’s her choice.” 

“Although I don’t like it, you’re right. She knows what she’s 
doing.” Worry nudged Kyle’s gut. “What’s the next step in your plan?” 

Shades looked at the sun rising higher in the sky. “Do you have 
those tube spectacles?” 

“Yes.” 


“PII cause a distraction at the farm. Use your spectacles to watch 
me lure the others out of the farmhouse and then start firing the 
canisters with the poisonous vapor. When they burst open, the vampires 
will inhale the gas and die.” 
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Kyle gaped at him. “What about you? You'll die, too, if you 
inhale too much silver!” 

Shaking his head, Shades chuckled. “That’s part of my father’s 
genius. He made a special antidote for the silver nitrate poisoning.” He 
opened a small door on the tool cabinet attached to the wagon’s 
underside and removed a vial from a cotton-packed tray of about four 
dozen tiny glass vials. “I’m taking several of these with me so I can 
treat my family and anyone else I can reach who belongs to Flanagan’s 
pack.” 


“And Anastasia, right?” asked Kyle. As much as her unusual 
behavior of late made him uneasy, she was still his friend and an on- 
again, off-again lover. The thought of losing a person who had been a 
big part of his life since his family’s death forced ice through his veins. 


Shades added two more vials to his inner vest pocket. 
“Shades? You’ll save Anastasia, too, right?” 
Finally, Shades shut the cabinet and turned, facing him. “If I can.” 


Anger roared through Kyle. He approached Shades until only a 
couple of feet separated them. “What the hell is that supposed to mean? 
If at all possible, you have to save Anastasia!” 


“Kyle, you have the same suspicions about that female vamp as I 
do.” 


Hardness settled in the Wolf’s one good eye. Sweat glistened 
around the edges of the black leather eye patch, and Kyle fought the 
urge to use the pad of his thumb to smooth the moisture away. “You 
can’t assume Anastasia has truly switched sides.” 


“Why not? You have the telegraph slip that might lead to the 
truth. I’m almost positive she has a bigger hand in the ruby theft than 
she’s letting on.” He gestured wildly like it would prove his point. 
“Ever since I met Anastasia, her name seems so familiar, and I finally 
remembered why.” 

Saying nothing, Kyle waited. 

Finally, Shades said, “Scott muttered her name in his sleep one 
night.” 

Kyle smothered the urge to knock the stoic expression off of 


Shades’s face. “You can’t jeopardize her life based on an assumption 
and a murmured name while Scott was dreaming! I sense there’s more 
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to her odd behavior than what it seems.” He shrugged and let out a 
breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “I think she knows more 
than we can begin to imagine.” 


“All the more reason not to worry about her and let the chips fall 
where they may.” Shades turned away and unscrewed the cap from the 
metal can. 


Pissed, Kyle gripped the Wolfs shoulder and spun him around. 
“What in the Ruby Moon God’s name has suddenly gotten into you, 
Shades? I thought you liked Anastasia?” 


“I do.” He jerked out of Kyle’s grasp. Stalking to the front of the 
wagon, he checked the horses’ harnesses. 


In the sudden silence, the desert’s hot breath wafted over the 
graveyard. Dried hay nodded in the breeze, and dust swirled between 
the markers. 


Kyle studied Shades for several long moments. This doesn’t make 
sense. He’s not the type to be so careless with another person’s life. 


Once the tenseness between them seemed to relax, he questioned, 
“What’s eating at you, Shades?” 


“Nothing.” He tugged on a strap and unfastened it to pull it 
another notch tighter. 


“That’s it.” Kyle closed the distance between them, snatched 
Shades by the back of his vest, and propelled him backward, pinning 
him against a tall marker with four flat sides. “Do you see this 
gravestone?” He pressed his face harder against its grainy surface. 
“There’s going to be a lot of Drinkers and Wolves under these things 
after we start this battle. We only take lives when it’s absolutely 
necessary. Senseless killing just makes us like Jaburn and his gang, so 
let’s not cause any more deaths than we have to, and that includes 
Anastasia’s life. Do you hear me?” 


A low, ominous rumble vibrated through Shades’s body and into 
Kyle’s hand. The reverberation passed through Kyle’s arm and settled 
in his chest. 


Kyle pushed his body against the Wolf, imposing his alpha side 
on him. At the bodily contact, Kyle’s cock hardened to painful 
proportions. Further irritated by it, he snarled into Shades’s ear, 
“Answer me, damn you!” 
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“I hear you,” Shades replied in a guttural, growling voice. “P1 do 
my best not to jeopardize your precious woman’s life.” 


The answer to Shades’s strange behavior hit Kyle so hard his 
mind reeled. He’s jealous of Anastasia! By the Ruby Moon God, why? 
He released the Wolf and stepped back. 


“You’re threatened by her, aren’t you?” asked Kyle. 


As Shades pushed away from the gravestone and strode back to 
finish adjusting the horses’ harnesses, Kyle couldn’t see his lover’s 
good eye or the expression on his face. 


“Shades!” 


“So what if I am?” Shades spun on his heel, his face a mask of 
anguish and frustration. “When you go on about Anastasia like this, it 
makes me feel left out and inadequate. And she made it quite clear that 
she’s enjoyed your body a few times.” 


Kyle gaped at him. “I can’t believe we’re arguing over something 
so stupid—especially at a time like this!” 


Standing rigidly, Shades spoke so quietly it stood the hair up on 
Kyle’s nape. “My reasons are not stupid, and although you’ve made it 
perfectly clear that the case and the welfare of the races is more 
important than anything else, I can’t help the way I feel.” 


A scathing retort bulleted to the tip of Kyle’s tongue, but he 
managed to swallow it. He stood facing Shades, wanting to 
simultaneously knock his handsome head off his shoulders and throw 
him to the ground and fuck him until he couldn’t walk. Maybe he’s 
trying to see how far he can push me. 

He glared back at Shades under the harsh desert sun. Minute after 
precious minute was ticking away to the final phase of the Ruby Moon. 
His discussion with Anastasia earlier in her room popped into his mind. 
With a sigh, he closed his eyes to gather his thoughts. 

“Shades,” he began, opening his eyes to find the Wolf still 
watching him, “put your alpha side back in your pants for a moment 
and just hear me out, all right?” 

Slowly, Shades nodded once. 


“There’s a reason Anastasia is so special to me, but it has nothing 
to do with any sort of sexual relationship.” 
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Wariness crossed Shades’s face. “Then what? Please, tell me, 
Kyle. Help me to understand.” 


Nausea struck Kyle. He didn’t want to talk about it, but if it 
would get Shades to back off and let him settle the case first and deal 
with Jaburn as a result, then so be it. 


“Several years ago,” he began with a tremor in his voice, “I’d met 
my family in Silver Disaster where we took a steamcoach to see 
extended family on the border.” He swallowed a growing lump in his 
throat and drew a deep breath before continuing. A little at a time, he 
exhaled, drawing strength from the long pause. “Two weeks later, we 
returned from our visit, and I put my parents, two younger sisters, and 
my younger brother on a train in Silver Disaster. The train was also 
hauling mail and a shipment of silver.” 


“By the Ruby Moon God,” Shades exclaimed. “Your kin were 
victims of the crash!” 


The suffocating tightness returned to Kyle’s throat. He nodded. 
“As the train pulled out of Silver Disaster,” he said softly, “Jaburn and 
his gang blew up the bridge that crossed Wealth Gulch. The bend in the 
track hid the missing track, so there was no time to stop, and the train 
plummeted into the gulch, killing all the passengers. Jaburn ransacked 
the train’s silver shipment. My family and all those people were killed 
out of his pure greed.” 


“And you’ve hardened your heart to loving anyone after that.” 


The empathy on Shades’s face was more than Kyle could endure. 
He looked away and blinked back tears. “Yes, and that’s when I joined 
the Conclave. I was determined to catch up with Jaburn the Drainer and 
make him pay for the death of my family and all those other innocent 
passengers too. Anastasia was the first friend I made as I was being 
trained, and her friendship and willingness to let me use her body when 
I needed to is how I pieced myself back together. Without her 
understanding and strength to help me, Shades, I would never have 
made it this far. I’d be a pitiful shell instead.” 


“I’m so sorry, Kyle. That’s why you snapped at Anastasia in the 
jailhouse like you did.” 
Kyle nodded glumly. 


Shades removed his hat and raked one hand through his still- 
damp mop. “I’m sorry for my stupid behavior too.” 
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Kyle held up one hand to silence him. Damnation, I don’t want 
any of his pity! He walked over to Shades. “I care for you, Shades, but I 
can’t be rushed into something I’m not ready for. I understand how you 
feel about your family, but being reckless can cost them their lives as 
well as my best friend’s. I don’t want you to go through what I did, and 
until we know for sure what’s going on with Anastasia, I have to give 
her the benefit of the doubt. If it turns out she is a turncoat, then let me 
deal with her, all right?” 


With a different light in his eye, Shades nodded once, twice. 
“Agreed. I can live with that for now.” He waved Kyle over and 
climbed up on the wagon. “Climb up here with me, and Ill show you 
how to fire the missiles.” 


With trepidation in his heart, Kyle clambered up on the wagon 
and listened as his new lover explained how to work each weapon his 
father had installed on the invention. 


SHADES turned and gazed back at Kyle once more. The Conclave 
agent stood tall as he talked to Tug, but his gaze held Shades’s as he 
nodded to something Tug said. Kyle’s confession about his family had 
Shades wanting to pull the guy into his arms. No one should go through 
so much pain, but these days everyone had such horrible stories to tell, 
including one of his own. Before this was over, Kyle and he were going 
to have to sit down and come clean about several things. He knew Kyle 
suspected there was more with Dante, and he was right, but now wasn’t 
the time or the place to worry about it. 


He turned and got up on his horse, the antidote still in his pockets. 
Would Flanagan be there, or was he holed up somewhere watching and 
waiting for his chance to attack? Was Anastasia at the farm now, too, 
or had Jaburn’s men captured her? 


The sun beat down on him as he scanned the horizon. He knew 
Jaburn’s scouts followed him as he made his way down the long road 
to his farm. Even the insects seemed quiet today; maybe all the wildlife 
knew something was wrong. Movement to his right drew his attention, 
but he still looked forward, not wanting to give himself away. 
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“Damn it, Flanagan.” He should have known his brother would be 
up to something, and if he guessed right, Anastasia was right beside 
him. He just hoped Flanagan avoided his father’s deadly weapon. 


Shouts and gunfire drew his attention further up the dirt road. 
Jaburn’s men had taken over the farmhouse. Some men had forced the 
prostitutes from town and now chased several around his mother’s 
garden while others used a few for target practice at the well. The 
women’s screams instilled panic in Shades’s heart. 


Jaburn stood on the front porch with his arms wrapped around 
Shades’s mother. Shades growled and narrowed his gaze as Jaburn 
groped his mother’s breasts. Tonight you will die, asshole. 


Two of his men raced by, almost trampling one of the local 
whores. Dust and dirt flew up from the horses’ hooves, making Shades 
sneeze. 


Scanning the house, he saw two men stationed at each corner, and 
at least a dozen men sat on the porch with Jaburn. Shades inched his 
horse up to the house and jumped off of it. 

“Drop the guns, Sheriff. I know you have them,” Jaburn sneered. 

Shades took his time dropping his pistols, hoping to draw more of 
Jaburn’s men out into the open. If he couldn’t get them to come 
outside, the vapor would eventually leave some of the Drinkers fighting 
as they suffered a slower death, and right now he didn’t know how 
many men Flanagan had with him to dispose of the others. 


He glared at the fiend. “Your men better not be in my house, 
Jaburn. Where is the rest of my family?” He stepped up onto the porch. 


A gang member searched him for hidden weapons and found one 
of the many stashed pill vials. “What are these?” 


“My mother has an illness,” Shades lied. “She was out of her 
medicine, so I brought her several bottles to hold her for a while.” 
Putting on a good act, he added sadly, “Not that it matters, since Jaburn 
will probably kill her too.” 

The henchman laughed snidely and dropped the vial back into 
Shades’s pocket. He patted it sweetly and laughed louder. “The 
sheriff’s clean,” he said to Jaburn. 

Jaburn nodded to the shed on his right. “The rest of your family 
and farmhands are in there. I’m afraid two of the guards didn’t make it, 
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though. It seems a couple of my men have a taste for Wolf blood, 
although I haven’t the faintest idea why. Wolves always taste so bitter 
to me,” he drawled and shoved Shades’s mother toward him. “Where 
are the plans, sheriff, and don’t make me ask twice.” 


Three of Dante’s men came out of the woods from the same area 
where he’d seen his brother moments ago. They strolled up to the 
porch. 


Shit! Shades swallowed hard, his heartbeat thundering in his ears. 


He recognized one of the older members as he approached 
Jaburn. “He came alone,” Dante’s man stated. “The others, along with 
his Drinker friends, are waiting in the town saloon.” He growled and 
spat on the ground just inches away from Shades’s boots. 


What are you up to, Dante? Why are you protecting Flanagan? 


Shades rubbed his mother’s arms and whispered, “I have your 
pills from the doctor, Mum.” Hoping she would follow his lead, he 
placed her behind him. “My Pa’s plans and blueprints are all up here.” 
He pointed to his head. “And if you want my help with your plan, I 
suggest you release the rest of my family,” he said, nodding toward the 
shed, “before I show you the last invention my father worked on before 
his death. If I do say so myself, it was his best.” 


“You think you hold all the cards, but you don’t, Wolf. Aren’t 
you forgetting something very important?” Jaburn stepped in front of 
him nose to nose and snapped his fingers. 


Four men dragged Anastasia out from behind the house. Shades 
sucked in his breath. Her clothes hung on her in tatters, and she wore a 
nice shiner over one eye. Fang marks marred her alabaster neck and 
arms. 


“You know,” Jaburn said as he grinned, the sunshine glimmering 
on his silver-coated fangs, “that lovely vamp has this fascinating story 
about an invention your father put together before he died. She didn’t 
know much about it, but she did say it would be worth more than the 
irrigation plans.” 

Shade stiffened and glared at her. She stared back defiantly. If he 
hadn’t promised Kyle not to hurt her, he would kill her right now where 
she stood. He just hoped she didn’t know or hadn’t guessed the real 
purpose of his father’s invention. He stepped down from the porch, 
taking his mother with him in hopes Jaburn’s men would move away 
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from the house. Candles burned in the house’s windows, but so far he’d 
only seen two men inside. He could handle them, or for that matter, so 
could his mother. Her claws now dug into his side. 


“Just tell him what he wants to know, Shades,” she said and 
winked at him. “When he sees the glory of that powerful machine, he’Il 
have no choice but to release your family.” Anastasia snapped her head 
around and snarled at one of the men who held her. “Rub your cock 
against my ass one more time, pal, and PII bite it off and leave you to 
bleed out.” 


Her captor bared his fangs at her and licked his lips. 


So, she talked big about the invention as a way to get even with 
Jaburn. He'll die by the very machine he now covets so much. A bit of 
remorse flowed through him. Maybe I am judging her character too 
quickly. 

“Yes, Shades, please do tell me. I would hate to see your family 
burn to ash.” The fiend nodded to one of the Drinkers who held a torch. 
The vampire lowered the fiery end to the ground, and the garden burst 
into flames. “Next will be the shed,” Jaburn added. 


Shades narrowed his gaze on Jaburn. “If you want to know what 
my father’s invention does, come down here so you’ll be able to get a 
better picture of how it works. The person who controls this thing will 
control the world. My father always dreamed of being able to bring 
water to the Wastelands. Now you'll see,” Shades yelled loudly enough 
for all the men to hear, hoping to entice them outside to witness the so- 
called miracle. 


Jaburn sucked in a breath and glanced around before he and his 
men vacated the porch and the house. Slowly, gang members emerged 
from all over and waited, looking at the sky. Shades guessed at least 
three-fourths of Jaburn’s bunch was present, and that was good enough 
for him. 

He sneezed and pulled out his red hanky—the signal to launch the 
missiles. “Watch toward the cemetery,” he called to Jaburn. “I had to 
set the machine there so it was out of the way. If a Wolf is too close to 
the materials the machine uses, it will cause harm to us.” 

Boom! Boom! 

White streaks arced through the air, racing closer and closer to the 
farm. 


126 AZURA ICE ano MARIA MOONSTAR 


Boom! Boom! 

Two thicker, white lines threaded the sky. 

Boom! 

Another one blazed through the first four sky streamers. 


Drinkers dived for cover behind water barrels, wagons, and 
watering troughs. 
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CHAPTER 
SEVENTEEN 


THE gang members glanced overheard, waiting anxiously, their 
expressions wary. 


Shades smiled to himself as he turned to see several vapor clouds 
streaming through the air toward them. He ambled farther from the 
porch and pushed his mother toward the shed, everyone else’s attention 
on the sky. At the last minute, he turned toward them. 


One of the canisters burst open in front of Jaburn’s right-hand 
man, taking his head off and filling the air with silvery vapor. They all 
glanced at him as Jaburn hissed, but it was too late. 


Two other canisters fell around the house and exploded. The 
detonations dropped more men to their knees. They clawed at their 
throats, screeching, eyes bulging. 


Shades ran to his mother’s side, where she’d fallen to the ground 
halfway between the house and the shed, and shoved an antidote pill 
into her hand. “Take it now,” he hissed. 


Trying to reach Shades, more of Jaburn’s men halted and clutched 
their throats before falling to the ground. 


“You'll pay for this...,” Jaburn rasped. He tried to reach Shades 
but staggered and fell to his knees. Blood tears, sweat, and drool 
dripped out of his body as he clawed at his throat. Jaburn’s eyes bulged, 
and the veins stood out on his neck and hands, each one pulsing before 
they burst through the skin. He fell over backward, his vacant gaze 
fixed on the bleached sky, silver fangs bared, fangs that would never 
drink from another innocent again. 


May the Ruby Moon God make you suffer as you caused others to 
suffer. His legs weak, lungs stinging, Shades checked on his mother 
and then stumbled over to the shed. The men guarding it had already 
fallen to the ground, breathing their last breaths. Shades broke the lock 
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off and stepped inside. His cousins, uncles, and other members of the 
family all coughed and struggled not to succumb to the vapor. He 
handed out vials to the nearest ones, who quickly opened them and 
passed the bottles around to one another. Those who were able 
staggered to the door and fell out into the open where the vapor wasn’t 
so cloying. 

With his senses reeling and his strength fading, Shades made his 
way to Anastasia outside. The men who had forcibly held her were now 
dead or dying. He fell to his hands and knees and crawled the rest of 
the way to her. Shades pulled her head up, popping a pill into her 
mouth. 


“You’re damn lucky I promised Kyle I’d make sure nothing 
happened to you.” He pushed away from her and reached for another 
pill, but realized there wasn’t any. He had just given Anastasia his last 
one. 


“Okay, this isn’t good.” He flopped onto his side and turned his 
head where he focused on the flames shooting from the cemetery. His 
lungs squeezed shut, and he gasped for air. The reverberating booms of 
detonating dynamite filled the air as the destruction of his father’s 
invention was accomplished. Beneath him, the ground shivered. “At 
least... that went as planned....” He coughed and smiled. 


Anastasia rolled over and struggled to her feet. She picked him up 
by the collar. “Don’t you die on me, you stupid Wolf! Kyle will kill me 
if you die. I can’t believe you gave me your last damn pill. You must be 
crazy!” She shook him as blood tears dripped down her face. “No one 
is supposed to do that for me!” 


Shades thrashed, his body demanding air. “He wanted you to 
live...,” he choked out. “You’re family to him.” 

The sound of hoofbeats pounding into the farmyard reached 
Shades. 

“Boss!” Tug’s voice sliced through the groans of the sick and 
dying. “Are you all right? Kyle, he’s over there on the ground with the 
lady spy!” 

“Kyle is going to be furious...,” Shades wheezed. 

“I’m going to be furious about what?” Kyle suddenly appeared at 
Shades’s side and gathered him into his arms. He stared down into 


COWBOY RUBIES 129 


Shades’s face. “Why aren’t you healing like the others? Son of a bitch, 
you ran out of pills, didn’t you?” Kyle settled Shades’s head in his lap. 


“The stupid son of a bitch gave me his last one,” said Anastasia. 
She hovered over them both. “Please tell me you have more antidote 
with you.” 

Shades would have said something, but right then his swollen 
tongue prevented it. Lungs screamed for oxygen, and he shook so hard 
he couldn’t have uttered a coherent word regardless. 


WITH Jaburn dead, Kyle didn’t feel any sense of peace. Instead, a 
hollow place resided in his soul. After years of biding his time to kill 
the fiend and then the past two and a half days of chasing him down, 
Kyle should’ve experienced a sense of relief, but he didn’t. He sat in a 
rocking chair on the front porch and watched the Hollowvale family 
and Flanagan’s pack members gather the bodies of the Drinkers and 
Wolves who had taken them captive. They loaded the cadavers onto 
three different wagons and drove them outside the farm to a huge pit 
dug by a steam-powered contraption Shades’s Pa had built to dig deep 
holes and trenches. The long-armed machine sat idling near the Earth’s 
gaping wound, should it not be big enough for the bodies and further 
soil needed to be removed. There, the Hollowvales, pack members, and 
farmhands tossed the bodies into it and layered each line of corpses 
with lamp oil. 


By late afternoon, Shades rode his horse out to the pit and tossed 
a flaming torch into it. The whoosh of flames reached Kyle, and even 
then, he felt nothing but a sad emptiness at the knowledge that a 
chapter of his life had been laid to rest too. 


Through the antidote, most of the Hollowvale family, their hired 
hands, and the pack members had made a quick recovery. 


Well, at least that’s something. Several funerals for loved ones 
would have been a horrible way to end this day. It’s bad enough that 
Etta’s memorial looms ahead of them. 

At first, Kyle thought he should help Shades deal with the dead 
and dying, but once the antidote had cleansed his new lover’s body of 
the silver nitrate poisoning, Shades insisted that his family and the pack 
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members should be the only ones to rid the farm of the offending dead. 
Moon Wolves were clannish, and Kyle understood and accepted that 
fact. However, if they were to be life mates, then Shades would have to 
learn to let Kyle into his life in other areas too. 


The thought pushed an arrow of surprise through Kyle’s heart. 
Can I even consider taking Shades as a life mate? Do I want to? 


He pushed the thought away. Until the rubies were found, his 
feelings for Shades and vice versa would have to remain on a back 


burner. Besides, it seems like everyone I care about always ends up 
dead. 


Anastasia pushed open the screen door. Her boots rapped sharply 
against the plank porch as she approached him. “Kyle? Are you all 
right?” 

He studied the plumes of smoke rolling out across the desert. 
“Yes, no....” He shrugged. “I don’t know.” 

“It’s me, chéri. You can talk to me.” 

Can I really? Do I trust her as I always have? 

“Kyle?” 

“It’s ironic,” he began, “but the very thing that Jaburn coveted 
and even had his fangs coated in is what killed him. He wanted to rule 
the silver mining industry, but instead it ruled him. In the end, it 
vanquished him too.” He paused, struggling to rid himself of the 
tightness gripping his throat. “I think it’s the perfect justice, but at the 
same time, I feel empty, like it was all for naught.” 


“You’ve achieved your most personal goal,” said Anastasia. 
“Jaburn is dead—tregardless of how it happened—and now you’re 
wondering what purpose you have. The answer is to find the rubies so 
that the races are at peace again. Just because Jaburn is dead doesn’t 
mean the rest of this case is solved.” 


“What about you?” he asked. He kept his gaze trained on the 
rolling smoke. If Anastasia saw suspicion in his eyes, she’d tighten her 
mouth like a saddle girth, and he’d get nothing out of her. 

“What about me?” she asked, her tone light. 

“Who do you think has the rubies?” 
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Anastasia stood quietly. A sigh drifted out of her, and finally she 
replied, “I believe Scott Bashian has the gems. His story about hiding 
them to protect them can’t be accurate.” 


“Why?” 

“Why?” She tittered softly. “To keep himself out of prison, of 
course.” She shuffled from one foot to the other. “We need to find 
Flanagan,” she stated, abruptly changing the subject. 


Kyle looked up at her. Curls had escaped her hastily pinned hair 
and dangled around her dirt-smeared face. Determination flashed in 
Anastasia’s eyes, and her lush, full lips flattened into a thin, pink line. 

She’s hiding something, but what? 

For the time being, Kyle went along with the change in their 
discussion. “Well, not only do we need to find Flanagan, but apparently 
Shades plans on dragging us into the search for his nephew, Nathan.” 


“Who’s Nathan, and why does he want to find him?” She 
frowned. 


“Apparently Dante and Etta had a fling before Dante realized he 
preferred men instead. Nathan is their son, and from what I gather, he 
was pretty pissed off when he found out that Dante was his father.” 


Horror crossed Anastasia’s regal features. “This Nathan killed his 
mother?” She balled a fist against her mouth. “How could he do such a 
thing?” 

“Dante isn’t positive about it, but that’s his theory.” 


“People never cease to amaze me,” Anastasia whispered, more to 
herself than to Kyle. 


“Tt makes you afraid to trust anyone, doesn’t it?” 


Her green eyes snapped back to meet his. “It certainly does,” she 
said. 


Kyle leaned back in the rocker and threaded his fingers together 
across his belt buckle. So is that her way of admitting her involvement 
with the ruby theft, or is she simply agreeing with me? He sighed and 
closed his eyes for a moment. Women are difficult enough to 
understand, but add one who’s a Conclave spy, and a cowboy might as 
well resign himself to a permanent headache. 
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Why would she insist that Scott Bashian had the rubies in his 
possession instead of hiding them like he.... Kyle’s eyes popped open, 
and he sat up straight in the rocker. 

“What’s wrong?” asked Anastasia. 

“Are you and Scott involved?” he questioned. 

As he waited for her reply, adrenaline pulsed through his body. 


A placid expression masked Anastasia’s face. She looked out 
across the farmyard. “No, Kyle, I’m not involved with Scott.” 


“You're lying.” 
Slowly, her gaze met his again. “And how could you possibly 
know that?” 


“T’ve known you a long time, Anastasia. I can sense it when you 
lie to me.” Kyle hoped he was wrong, but the more she debated the 
matter, the more convinced he was that she was lying. He needed 
something to push her into a corner without her making a run for it or 
turning on him. Remembering the telegraph slip, he fished it from his 
inside coat pocket and held it out to her. “Tell me that this wasn’t sent 
to you.” 

Her eyes widened, and she took the slip from his fingers as if it 
would bite her hand off. “Where’d this come from?” 

“Shades found it.” 

She said nothing. 

“Anastasia,” he prompted, “we’ve been best friends for years 
now. You can talk to me. Are you involved in the theft of the rubies?” 

She shook her head adamantly. “No. I had nothing to do with the 
ruby theft.” 

“Was that telegraph sent to you?” He battled to remain seated, to 
stay calm and coax her into spilling the entire story. 

“Do you ever feel like you’re just a cowboy the Conclave uses for 
their personal agenda?” she asked, startling Kyle with her unexpected 
question. 

Flummoxed, he blinked. “What do you mean?” 

She drew in a deep breath, let it out, and then crossed her arms 
over her bosom. “We really don’t know anything about the Moon 
Rubies other than what has been handed down through legend.” 
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“So?” 

“So what if the rubies aren’t really tied to a Ruby Moon God?” A 
tight, high-pitched edge lined her voice. “What if everything we’ve 
been taught and told for centuries is nothing more than a story? What if 
the gems are just plain old rubies—cowboy rubies. Pretty rocks that 
they’ve sent a handsome cowboy out to find because those rocks keep 
the Life Drinkers and the Moon Wolves walking the straight and 
narrow, and by doing so, the Conclave can control everyone and 
everything?” 

Kyle gaped at her. Hadn’t he wondered if there truly was a Ruby 
Moon God too? Hadn’t he questioned the legend time and time again? 


“Where are you going with all of this?” he asked. 


“What if someone took the rubies so they could change the hand 
that controls us?” Tears sparkled in Anastasia’s eyes. 


“So are you saying you had a hand in the theft?” 


“No!” She spun on her heel and walked to the front door. “I’m 
going to have some blood, and then we need to find Flanagan. If we 
find him, it might lead us to Bashian.” 


The door slapped shut behind her. 


Stunned and uncertain what to do or say, Kyle contemplated 
Anastasia’s words. He sensed Shades would consider her thoughts a 
roundabout way to admit her guilt, but Kyle wasn’t so sure. If she was 
involved with Bashian, then why would she be so determined to find 
Flanagan? It didn’t make sense. Besides, he’d witnessed the chemistry 
flying between Flanagan and Anastasia, so Kyle felt certain she wasn’t 
bedding the turncoat Resolution Agent. 


He rose and stretched. Anastasia was correct about needing blood. 
He’d join her in the kitchen and then find Shades. It was time to put the 
case to rest. Anastasia’s label popped into his mind, and he snorted 
derisively. Until the case of the cowboy rubies was solved, there would 
be no peace for anyone. 
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CHAPTER 
EIGHTEEN 


SHADES stood back from the burning bodies and watched the smoke 
fill the air. Such a waste of life when life is so precious. He gazed out at 
the brush. Where are you, Flanagan? 


He turned, jumped onto his horse, and gazed across the farm at 
his family home. Kyle waited there for him to return. His handsome 
lover seemed to be having an intense conversation with Anastasia. 
Finally, she went into the house, and moments later, Kyle followed her. 
If Shades knew his mother, she was placing blood and food out 
banquet-style on the big kitchen table. Despite everything that had 
happened, he realized he was hungry and thirsty too. 


Shades knew Kyle was still distraught over almost losing him, but 
Kyle had hidden it as he’d reached into his pocket, giving him one of 
the pills. Kyle had sat there staring into his face, brushing his hair back, 
waiting for the pill to take effect. Not one word had come out of Kyle’s 
mouth, his body tense, blood-red eyes filled with anger and something 
else Shades had been unable to identify. 


Shades glanced over at Tug, who rode over to him on a horse 
snorting and bobbing its head. “Has anyone seen my brother yet?” 
Shades asked. 


Tug shook his head. “Someone spotted his trail where you saw 
him earlier, but that’s where the tracks just disappear.” 


“Go inform Kyle where I last saw my brother. Tell him I’m going 
to search for Flanagan. I still don’t trust Dante not to be up to 
something, and now that Jaburn has been taken out of the picture, 
Dante’s going to think he can step into his place and convince the last 
of Jaburn’s gang to join him.” Shades studied Tug’s expression of 
skepticism mixed with worry. “Especially since his son is missing,” he 
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added for emphasis. “And now that my sister is dead, who knows what 
he’ll do now.” 


He took off toward the area, leaving his man behind to do his 
bidding. The smell of death still hung heavily in the air and lingered on 
his clothes. Shades was tired, hungry, and smelly, but remedying all 
those things would have to wait. They only had until tomorrow 
morning left to find the rubies. He could already feel a disturbance in 
the air. Everyone around him, including his family, was on edge, as if 
waiting for something. 


Slowing his horse, Shades scanned the area. Nothing was out of 
place that he could tell. He hopped off his horse and stripped out of his 
clothes. His bones cracked loudly, and his muscles stretched and 
reshaped painfully as fur sprouted along his skin in its usual stinging 
force. Once he shifted into wolf form, he raced across the desert to 
trace his brother’s last tracks. He ran, dodging the prairie dog holes and 
dried brush. Once Shades caught his brother’s scent, he slowed and 
sniffed more deeply. There was something else—Dante. 


He growled and started following the scents, but halted as a 
branch snapped behind him. He turned to see Anastasia and Kyle 
staring at him. 


Kyle approached him and knelt. “We’ll be right behind you. We 
don’t have much time, Shades, so let’s make this quick.” He ran his 
large hand through Shades’s fur. “You’re a beautiful Wolf, but so help 
me, Shades, if you get hurt one more time, I’m going to shave you 
bald.” Kyle grabbed a handful of his fur and tugged, eliciting a soft 
whine from his werewolf lover. “Do you understand me? I can’t take it 
anymore.” 


Anastasia placed her hand on Kyle’s shoulder. “Let him do what 
he does best, Kyle. We’ll be right behind him if he needs us.” 


Shades smiled inside. Kyle was finally starting to open up to him. 
Now if we could only find those blasted rubies, we could start building 
a life together. 


Kyle released Shades’s fur and stood, nodding to him. Shades 
spun around, leaving Kyle and Anastasia behind as he followed the 
tracks until they suddenly vanished. He met Dante’s dark green gaze 
where his ex-lover stood in the scrub observing them. Shades growled 
and snapped at him. 
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“Where is he, Dante? I don’t have time for this crap. I want my 
brother now!” 


A shadow appeared behind Shades, the dark form spilling across 
the sand and ending just in front of him. His lover’s smell drifted to 
him. Anastasia and Kyle had caught up with him. 


“I see your plaything is following you,” Dante’s voice permeated 
Shades’s mind. “Are you serious about him, Shades? You know nothing 
can come of a Drinker and a Wolf’s union. He turned and then glanced 
over his shoulder. “Follow me and I'll take you to Flanagan. Jaburn’s 
guards caught him. We were lucky to find him when we did. ” 


Shades’s stomach knotted, and fear settled in it. He could take 
pain, but for his older brother to go through what he had at Jaburn’s 
hands... it shook Shades to the core. 


“What’s wrong?” Kyle snapped. 


But Shades didn’t listen and shot after Dante. Kyle’s footsteps 
faltered behind him, but his persistence to keep up gave Shades comfort 
as he approached the abandoned mining supply shed. 


Dante moved away from the door and shifted into human form. 
“My men have done their best to heal your brother, but it’s not pretty, 
Shades.” He nodded behind him. “Maybe one of your shifter friends 
can heal him,” Dante sneered as Kyle and Anastasia approached. 


Shades didn’t wait. He transformed into human form and pulled 
open the abandoned shed. The air felt stagnant, and the smell of blood 
drifted to him as his eyes adjusted to the scene. His brother lay on an 
old wooden table. Small holes covered his body where he had been 
nailed down to the table with silver spikes. A bucket of bloody water 
sat at the foot of the table where Dante’s men had tried to wash out the 
holes as they’d removed the silver from his body. 


Flanagan raised his head and tried to smile as he coughed. Drops 
of blood splattered his chin and chest. Shades sucked in his breath and 
jumped to his brother’s side. “What the hell were you thinking, 
Flanagan?” He wiped the blood from his brother’s lips with the rag a 
Wolf handed him. 

Two dark forms stepped into the light, followed by a loud, 
horrified gasp from Anastasia. “You stupid Wolf! How could you let 
them do this to you?” she cried and ran to him. Sympathy for Anastasia 
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slipped through Shades as her gaze met Flanagan’s. “I can save him, if 
you let me,” she added tearfully. 


Shades studied her. Blood tears ran down her cheeks. He stepped 
aside and felt Kyle’s arm slip around his waist. 


“She'll save him. Anastasia isn’t about to lose her mate,” Kyle 
whispered. 


She bit open her wrist and pressed it against Flanagan’s lips. 


“Drink, you stupid Wolf. I swear if you die, I’m going to find you 
in the other realm and kick your ass, because where you go I go.” She 
snarled, but she gently brushed his hair back out of his face. 


“Since she is his mate, her offering will also bind them to one 
another. Anastasia is risking much for your brother, Shades. He has lost 
too much blood, so her blood will replace his, converting him into a 
Life Drinker.” 


Shades stiffened and glanced up at Kyle. “He is alpha here, so 
what will happen to his Wolf side?” And why haven’t you offered that 
to me? Will you give that to me after we are finished with the rubies, 
Kyle? Shades turned to gaze back at his brother, afraid Kyle would see 
the hurt in his eyes. 


Kyle nodded at Flanagan. “He will be the same Wolf, but the only 
difference is that he will also have to drink blood to survive and he’ll 
have a Drinker’s lifespan. Come, let’s leave them alone. It’s not going 
to be pretty when his body converts. It’s best for mates to deal with this 
alone. Plus, you have someone waiting outside for you,” he said 
somewhat snidely. 


Shades stared down at the ground and smiled. So his Drinker was 
jealous after all. This was good news, but would he be able to handle 
the truth about him and Dante? He sighed. It was time to deal with the 
past so they could move forward without any upset or interruptions. 


Stepping out into the fresh air, he turned to look at Dante. Kyle 
stood behind him. “So tell me, Dante,” Shades snapped, “why 
shouldn’t I believe you’re the one who killed my sister?” 


Dante glanced first at Kyle and then at him. “I loved her in my 
own way. You know that. Don’t you think it’s strange that Nathan is 
missing when he was with her at the time? You know he’s the spitting 
image of me.” 
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He closed his eye, remembering how Nathan’s accusing, dark 
green ones, eyes identical to his ex-lover’s, had looked at him that 
fateful day. The painful memory was still too fresh in his mind as his 
sister’s tearful words came back to him. Nathan was furious when I 
told him about Dante, Shades. I don’t know what I’m going to do. He’s 
shut everyone out. 


Soon after that, their mother had sent Etta to their Aunt Meg’s in 
the hopes it would help Etta keep her mind off the matter and help her 
wounded heart to heal. 


“I can’t believe Nathan would do this, Dante. He might have 
hated you, but he would never have killed his mother.” He shook his 
head and gazed out at the desert. “We have another issue to settle here.” 
He turned and glanced at his old lover. “I was wrong to try and claim 
you as my mate back then.” He heard Kyle’s hiss, but forged onward. 
“It hurt me when you slept with my sister because I wanted you for 
myself. I know now you were never my mate. You need to find yours 
now that I’ve finally found mine.” Grinning, he glanced over at Kyle’s 
furious face. 


“You can’t be mated to that Drinker,” Dante insisted. “I was 
wrong, and although I’ve tried to get past losing you, I can’t, Shades. I 
want you back in my life.” He stepped up to Shades and placed his 
hand on his shoulder. 


“I’m sorry, Dante, but that part of my life is over. I’ve moved on, 
and you must too. You'll find your mate, but it’s not me.” His gaze 
held Kyle’s as the door to the shed opened and Anastasia stepped out, 
holding his brother around the waist. 


She smiled wide, her expression relieved and delighted. 
“Flanagan will be fine now. He just needs to rest for a while. Shades, 
why don’t you take your brother back to your family’s homestead. I 
have to meet someone who has information about the rubies.” 


Flanagan growled as he gazed down at her. “You don’t need to 
meet anyone alone.” He tried to stand on his own and almost fell, but 
she grabbed him around his waist. 

“Easy there, wild man. Your strength is returning quickly due to 
my vampire blood, but it will be a couple more hours before you’re 
fully recovered. In time all will be clear, but for now I must go.” She 
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kissed his lips and jogged away, heading in the opposite direction of 
town. 


Shades turned to Kyle. “You better follow her. I don’t know what 
she’s up to, but it isn’t good. Dante, go find Nathan. He’s your son and 
your responsibility. Maybe helping your son will give you some peace 
in your life. If you find out that he did kill Etta, keep him away from 
me. I don’t care if he’s family, PI still kill him.” Shades turned, intent 
on making his way back to the farm. “Kyle, P11 catch up with you later, 
and then we’ll find those rubies together, because we have some 
unfinished business to attend to when your mission is done.” 


Shades didn’t wait for an answer as he carried his brother toward 
home. “Well, who’s she meeting?” he asked Flanagan. “Can you read 
her now?” He kept his gaze straight ahead as he waited for his brother 
to answer. 


“I can’t. She’s blocked me. All I know is that it has something to 
do with this guy named Scott Bashian. I do sense confusion in her, but 
it’s not about me.” He snorted. “Whatever she’s done, Shades, she’s a 
good person, so go easy on her. Do it for me. We’re connected now, 
and we’re mated in the vampire way now too. What Anastasia and I 
share is strong. I will protect her with my life, and I hope you will, too, 
since she is now your sister.” He laughed at the last part. 


Shades snarled, the sound vibrating through his chest. “You don’t 
need to remind me that wild cat is my sister, but as for you and Kyle, I 
hope she doesn’t hurt you two. Because if she does, I will rip her heart 
out and eat it for supper without a second thought. Do you understand 
me?” He gazed down at Flanagan as they stepped up onto the porch of 
their house. 


Their mother ran outside along with their little brother, Shawn. 
“What happened?” She reached for Flanagan, but gasped as she sniffed 
the aura surrounding him. “You’re mated? And you’re... different. 
How is it so, and by whom?” 


“Flanagan found a mate?” Shawn asked. 


“Go back inside and take your bath, honey.” Mrs. Hollowvale 
shooed Shawn back into the house. 

“Mum, can the questions wait until we get Flanagan inside, 
please? He’s heavy.” He grunted and pushed inside the house, heading 
for the sofa, where he lowered his brother onto it. 
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Flanagan grunted. “You could have been a little easier doing 
that,” he grumbled. 


“Ha! Like you were easy with me the last time you carried me.” 
Shades snapped his head up as Kyle walked into the room. “Let me 
guess. You lost her again?” 


Kyle grabbed his hat off his head and slapped it against his leg. 
Dust bloomed around it. “I swear I’m going to wring that pretty neck of 
hers.” He nodded and plopped down in the seat next to Flanagan as 
their mother rushed around collecting bandages and herbal salves. “I 
was right on her trail, was close to catching up to her, too. Then all 
signs of her just vanished. Anastasia must’ve known I was close to 
catching up with her and used her Drinker tricks of the trade to lose 
me.” 

“Shit like that is yet another reason why I prefer men,” Shades 
quipped. 

Kyle glowered at him, and Shades grinned back. “Mum, Flanagan 
has been healed, so you won’t need those,” Shades called to her. 
“Flanagan just needs rest and a good, hot bath.” He wrinkled his nose. 
“Speaking of which, so do I. Damn.” He wiped his brow, knocking his 
hat off. “And I need to retrieve my horse. I still smell of death.” 


“Your horse is outside. I brought it back with me, but you are 
right. You both need a bath,” Kyle mumbled. 


Shades ignored him and turned to his brother. “Dante swears he 
didn’t kill Etta. He believes Nathan may have, though.” He grabbed the 
pants his mother handed him and slipped them on. 


“I hate to say it,’ Flanagan began, “but Nathan could have 
murdered her despite what Dante says. You weren’t here the last time 
Nathan went off on Etta. I swear he sounded just like Dante. The boy 
has his father’s temper and meanness. I had to pull him off of Etta. If I 
hadn’t been there, I don’t know what he would have done.” 


“That’s just great. Why didn’t you tell me? I could have taught 
that youngster a lesson and then delivered him to Dante,’ Shades 
growled. 


Flanagan tried to get up but fell back again. “First, you’re the 
sheriff of Hellbent, brother. If I undermine your authority in any way, 
folks around here won’t respect you as they should, but the main reason 
I didn’t tell you is because our sister begged me not to tell you. Etta 
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knew you would have let your anger loose on Nathan. That’s another 
reason they were on their way to Aunt Meg’s place,” he snapped. “She 
took Nathan with her to protect him from you should you find out 
about the scuffle.” He picked at a string on the arm of the sofa. 
“Besides, you know I feel Nathan is nothing but trouble. He needs to 
learn to pay for his mistakes. No matter how much I told Etta to stop 
coddling him, that doing so would only make Nathan worse, she 
refused to listen. He’s probably in a neighboring town drunk and 
pouting.” 

“You all told me he took off because he couldn’t deal with the 
fact Dante’s his pa.” Shades stared at his brother. “So it’s my fault Etta 
was out there alone with Nathan? She was afraid of what I would do to 
her son?” Shades’s heart felt as if it had just shattered. In a roundabout 
way, he’d killed his sister. He turned and ran from the room, shifting 
into his wolf form. God, Etta. I’m so sorry! 


142 AZURA ICE ano MARIA MOONSTAR 


CHAPTER 
NINETEEN 


KYLE leapt to his feet. “Shades, stop! Get your ass back here!” 


“Let him go,” Mrs. Hollowvale said in the kitchen doorway. “I 
know my children well, and Shades has always been the one to take 
things to heart.” She turned away, but not before Kyle heard her mutter, 
“And that trait is always what gets my son in trouble too.” 


“Damnation!” Kyle raked one hand over his face and sat in the 
chair again. “He says I’m cold and distant when he’s a hothead and 
jumps to conclusions!” 


Mrs. Hollowvale tittered. “You two balance one another.” 
“What?” 


Flanagan chuckled and said, “Mum is right. You and Shades are 
meant to be together.” 


“I don’t have time to go chasing after him,” Kyle half snarled, 
half yelled. Anger boiled in his stomach. If he could get hold of 
Anastasia or Shades right now.... He leaned back in the chair and 
struggled to rein in his fury. “The Ruby Moon will be full tonight, so 
we only have until dawn to find the rubies.” 


“Leave Shades alone, son,” Mrs. Hollowvale advised. She leaned 
one shoulder against the doorframe and wiped her hands on her apron. 
“He’ll sort through his feelings and find his way back to you.” 

“I agree,” Flanagan stated. “The best thing to do is find Anastasia 
and the rubies. I’d go with you, but I’m so damn weak it’s pitiful.” 

Mrs. Hollowvale speared her oldest son with a sharp look, but 
before she could say anything, Kyle spoke up. 

“I have no choice but to go after Anastasia,” he said. “I don’t 
know why, but I have this feeling that she’s known more about this 
case than she’s let on.” 
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“Then go find her,” Flanagan urged, his eyes full of worry. “I 
couldn’t stand it if anything happens to her, Kyle. I love the woman.” 


“PII pack a meal for you to take with you,” said Mrs. Hollowvale. 
“You haven’t been able to rest, but you need to eat to maintain your 
strength.” 


“Thank you,” said Kyle. 


He tried to relax as the matron of the family disappeared into the 
kitchen to rustle up vittles for him to travel with. Shades, I should kick 
your pretty ass all the way to the moon for storming off like that. I only 
hope your family is right about you finding me once you’ve calmed 
down. There’s no telling how far Anastasia has already gone this 
evening. 

With trepidation in his heart, he rose and accepted the cloth sack 
that Mrs. Hollowvale handed him. Waving to Flanagan, he hurried 
outside to his horse, hopped up into the saddle, and turned Denizen 
toward Hellbent. 


THE ride to town didn’t take long. Along the way, Kyle passed about 
half a dozen dead Life Drinkers and Moon Wolves who had fallen 
victim to the silver nitrate spray, their hands clutching at their throats, 
eyes bulging. Hopefully the Hollowvale farm was far enough away 
from Hellbent that the vapor had dispersed before it drifted into the 
town. 


The moon hung high in the star-sprinkled sky, its pregnant form 
nearly full term. Kyle glanced up at it and then urged Denizen from a 
canter into a gallop. Damnation! Time is running out! 


Once he reached Hellbent, things seemed normal. Red ladies 
hovered at the sides of the saloon’s double doors as music from the 
bubble calliope inside spilled out into the street. Miners and farmers 
ambled in and out of the place, and already a couple of drunks lay 
against the board steps leading up to the sidewalk. 


No one’s yelling about being sick or having found anyone dead, 
thank the Ruby Moon God. Now he truly understood why Shades 
insisted his father’s machine had to be destroyed. 
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Kyle stopped at the hotel and fastened Denizen to the hitching 
post in front of the establishment. He rushed inside, greeting the desk 
clerk he’d spoken to before. Taking the stairs two at a time, he raced to 
Anastasia’s room. Although the door was locked, it didn’t take much 
strength for him to twist the doorknob off and enter her rental. 


Everything remained as it had when he’d collected Anastasia 
earlier that evening. Discarded clothes and boots lay thrown over 
furniture, the floor, and the bed. Her hairbrush remained on the vanity 
along with plenty of hair and hat pins and two bottles of French toilet 
water. 

Fearing his friend had packed up and left town, Kyle allowed 
himself to relax. Relief blew through him like a desert storm. 
Realization hit him. The reason he cared so much for Anastasia went 
beyond her being his only friend. She’s the only one who accepts me 
for who and what I’ve become after my family died. He spun on his heel 
and stormed from the room. 7 hope she hasn’t gotten herself into a heap 
of trouble. 


As he walked from the stairs and across the foyer, Kyle dug a 
silver coin from his vest pocket and tossed it to the clerk. 


“What’s this for?” the woman called. 


“To repair the doorknob to my friend’s room.” He reached for the 
front door. “Make sure nothing is stolen from her rental,” he said over 
his shoulder. “She’ll be back in a few hours.” 


He pushed outside and into the deepening night. At least I hope 
she'll be back. 


Spotting the jailhouse across the way, Kyle jogged over to it, 
leapt up onto the walk, and barged inside. 


“Agent Vanderbelt,” said the deputy on duty. He rose from his 
seat behind Shades’s desk. “Is something wrong?” 


“Have you seen Anastasia?” he asked. 

“The lovely redhead whom I’ve seen you with?” 

Kyle nodded. “Yes.” 

“No, sir. I’ve not seen anyone for the last two or three hours.” 


“If she should come in here for some reason, ask her to stay until 
I return,” Kyle said with force, “and if she refuses, throw her vampire 
ass in a jail cell.” 
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“Has she committed a crime?” The deputy fingered the cuffs 
dangling from his belt. 


Kyle turned toward the door. “It’s for her safety, Deputy, and 
nothing more.” 


“Should the lady show up, P11 make sure she remains here,” the 
deputy called as Kyle left the jailhouse. 


Standing on the last step down to the street, Kyle considered his 
options. Anastasia had jogged off through the desert when she’d left 
them at the shed with Flanagan. She’d been going in the direction of 
Hellbent, but that didn’t necessarily mean she’d actually come into 
town. His gaze swept the street and various businesses to land on the 
stable and steamcoach office. 


Maybe, just maybe, she rented a horse... 


He lurched into the street and strode down it to the steamcoach 
office first, but once inside, it took only seconds to find out no coaches 
had been through town since that afternoon and no more were 
scheduled until tomorrow morning. Kyle left the office and headed 
straight to the stable, where he found Dade asleep in a mound of loose 
hay by the main doors, which still stood open. The aroma of dust, hay, 
manure, and horseflesh enveloped him as he walked inside. Glowing 
oil lanterns hung from the structure’s main support poles, bathing the 
stable in a soft golden illumination. 


Inside, Kyle’s gaze immediately sought out the place where he 
and Shades had first made love. Even with his mind centered on finding 
Anastasia, he still couldn’t block the images and sensations that flooded 
his mind and forced his cock to twitch behind the buttons of his 
denims. He gulped and looked away, focusing instead on the stable 
owner asleep in the hay. 


Dade lay on his side, a half-empty bottle of whiskey still clutched 
in one gnarled, meaty hand. He snored loudly as he slept off his 
drunken stupor. 

Kyle used the toe of his boot to kick the bottom of one of Dade’s 
cowboy boots. “Dade, wake up!” 


The man continued to snore. 
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Frustrated, Kyle grasped the man by one ankle and dragged him 
out into the middle of the dirt floor. Dade groaned, clutched the corked 
bottle tighter to his ribs, and started snoring again. 

“Son of a bitch!” Kyle glanced around. There, hanging on the 
outside of an empty stall, was a water pail. He hurried over to it and 
found it half-full of water. Taking the bucket off its hook, he returned 
and dumped all of it over Dade’s head. 

“What the...!”” Dade sat up sputtering and coughing. 

Kyle dropped the pail to the floor. It rolled to the hay mound and 
stopped. 

“Who the hell do you think...?” The man wiped water from his 
eyes and finally focused on Kyle. “Oh, it’s you. Why’d you go and 
dump water on me?” 

“Dade, get your drunken ass up. I need to ask you some 
questions,” Kyle ordered, ire in his voice. “It’s important.” 

The man struggled to his feet, where he stood swaying to and fro, 
his eyes bloodshot, his hair standing on end in salt-and-pepper tufts. 

“Now,” said Kyle, “think through that whiskey haze in your brain 
and remember whether or not a beautiful redheaded Drinker rented a 
horse from you this evening.” 

Dade frowned, the expression giving him a petulant appearance. 
“Uh... yeah, I remember a lady like that.” 

The aroma of pure sour mash wafted over Kyle. He wrinkled his 
nose and tried not to wretch. Humans drank whiskey straight, so 
without blood mixed in it to calm the harsh aroma and taste, its odor 
was almost intolerable. He turned his face to the side and drew in a 
fresh breath of air. 

“She had a French accent,” Dade added. 

“That’s her.” Hope blossomed in Kyle’s heart. “Did she rent a 
horse from the stable?” 

Dade thought hard. “Yeah, yeah. She wanted a fast horse, so I 
gave her the gray gelding for the night. He’s the fastest steed I own.” 

He belched, blasting Kyle with fumes that should have melted his 
cowboy hat to his head. 

“Damnation!” Kyle glared at Dade. “Have some decency about 
you, man!” 
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The stable owner fisted one hand and used it to pat the center of 
his chest. “Sorry about that. Sour mash gives me heartburn.” 

Losing patience, Kyle snapped, “I’m going to rip out your heart if 
you don’t stop acting like a drunken nincompoop and start using that 
pea rattling around in your skull.” 


“My apologies, Mr. Vanderbelt,” the man said. 

“Now,” Kyle asked, nodding, “did the lady say where she was 
going?” 

Dade thought long and hard, but as he did so, his gaze began 
sweeping the ground. 


Kyle stepped over to the hay mound and picked up the liquor 
bottle. “If you want this back, ol’ timer,” he said as he shook the 
whiskey in its container, “you better start giving me answers.” 


Licking his lips, Dade’s expression sobered. “You asked if the 
pretty lady said where she was going,” he began. “She’s very easy on 
the eyes, with big, gorgeous titties, so I stood over by the grain bin,” he 
said and pointed toward the center of the barn, “and watched her saddle 
the gelding because she refused my help. All I remember is that she had 
a couple weapons that she checked in her garments. Oh, and I heard her 
say something about that alpha Wolf, Flanagan, beating her ass if he 
found out about somebody, but I didn’t hear the name clearly.” 

“What about a location?” Kyle prompted irritably. “Did the lady 
mention a town or a direction?” 

“No,” Dade answered, “but she headed north instead of going the 
main routes to the south or east like most folks do.” He eyed the bottle 
in Kyle’s hand. “I did think it was odd when it’s nothing but more 
desert that’s ten times hotter than this region already is.” 

Kyle tossed Dade the bottle. “Go easy on that stuff, ol’ man. It'll 
rot your brain.” 

“You going after the pretty lady?” Dade asked. 

“Unfortunately.” He grimaced. “I hate traveling in the 
Wastelands.” 

“Be careful out there,” said Dade. He pulled the cork from the 
bottle and knocked back a gulp. Gasping for breath, he added, “Ain’t 
nothin’ good out there in the Wastelands.” 
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“There won’t be anything good anywhere if I don’t find my 
friend,” said Kyle. 

He hurried out of the stable, leaving Dade to his bottle and 
vaporous dreams. Within minutes, he reached Denizen and filled the 
canteen at a nearby trough. Finished, he leapt into the saddle. “Well, 
girl,” he said, patting his steed’s glossy neck, “let’s hope Anastasia 
didn’t go far.” 

He galloped out of Hellbent, heading north. 
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CHAPTER 
TWENTY 


KYLE rode for an hour, looking for signs of Anastasia’s passage and 
watching the moon grow redder by the minute. The silhouettes of the 
hillocks and cacti stood starkly against the violet glow caused by the 
orb’s crimson radiance melding with the deep midnight blue of the 
firmament. 


I can’t believe I’m hunting for her when time’s running out to find 
the rubies. Damn you, Anastasia. You could’ve at least given us a 
general idea of where you'd be. 


His gaze swept the shadow-and-sand landscape. Where was 
Shades? Had he gone to a place where he liked to think and dream? Did 
the Wolf even have such a spot? Whatever the case, it made Kyle 
realize how little he knew about Hellbent’s sheriff, and therefore, how 
much he had to learn about him if he chose to keep him as his lover... 
or mate, as Shades had said to Dante. 


And were they really mates? Although relationships sometimes 
developed between the races, a mating between Moon Wolf and Life 
Drinker was rare unless one or the other was transformed into the same 
race, such as Anastasia had done to Flanagan. 


The idea that he and Shades were mates was too ridiculous to 
consider. Sure, he cared for Shades and desired to have him as a lover, 
but a mate? 


But what about Shades’s feelings for me? As much as I care for 
him, want him, do I really want to chance having a relationship with 
him? I’ve already lost so many who were dear to me. 

At first Kyle had been pissed at the idea of Shades with Dante, 
but just as Shades had misinterpreted Kyle’s relationship with 
Anastasia, Kyle had done the same with Dante. Shades and Dante 
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shared a past, but that was all. The past would always remain behind 
them. 


He reined Denizen to a stop and used his vampire vision to 
penetrate the cloying darkness. Anastasia couldn’t have gone too far on 
just a horse, a couple of weapons, and maybe a canteen of water. 
Besides, if his friend had no intention of returning to the hotel, she 
never would have left all her personal belongings there. Anastasia 
might be a Conclave spy, but she was also a female, a woman who 
adored her fine clothing, sweet parfume, and all the bobbles and 
trinkets that went with being a lovely creature of the feminine 
persuasion. 


No, she’s here somewhere. I just have to be patient, and I'll find 
her. 


But time was running out, and with it, Kyle’s patience slipped 
away too. 


He urged Denizen onward. The horse snorted with reluctance but 
plodded across the sand. A large dune rose in the blackness. 
Approaching the foot of it, Kyle withdrew his brass viewing tubes from 
his saddlebag. He halted Denizen, dismounted, and scrabbled up the 
loose surface of the hillock to its summit. There, he stood looking out 
across the Northern Wasteland at the vague shapes of yet more cacti 
and a low cliff range. 


A soft glow appeared in his tube spectacles. He stopped and 
moved them back, zeroing in on the area where he’d seen—or thought 
he’d seen—the light. 


Is that a...? He squinted, and the glow became more discernable. 
Yes! It’s a camp out a few yards from the base of those bluffs. Earlier, 
he’d lost Anastasia’s track, but now she’d slipped up by being too sure 
of herself and hadn’t bothered to veil the camp from prying eyes. 


Kyle nearly fell head over heels down the sand dune in his 
excitement to reach his horse and head to the camp. It had to be where 
Anastasia had gone. He mounted Denizen and took off at a steady 
canter toward the glow growing more distinct the closer he got to it. 
Why is Anastasia all the way out here? Who could she possibly be 
meeting? 

Scott Bashian. The name pierced his skull like a well-aimed 
bullet. The reason for the meeting suddenly hit him too. Anastasia has 
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been in a love affair with him and has gone to break it off and take 
back the rubies! 


Once he was within a couple hundred yards of the small camp, 
Kyle slid off Denizen and dropped her reins to the ground. Watching 
for rattlesnakes soaking up the residual warmth of rocks, Kyle crept 
toward the tent. The shape of the tent and the odd-looking metal 
apparatuses that functioned on the one side revealed that Scott had one 
of the Conclave’s newer shelters. 


He frowned. If he’s hiding from the Conclave, too, then how did 
he get his hands on one of those shelters... unless he stole that too. As 
he studied the thin quartz panels on the backside, he heard something 
mechanical rumble to life. The tent’s sides fluttered as if rippled by a 
desert breeze. Damnation! The panels gather heat! Somehow one of 
the box-shaped machines changed the stored warmth into hot air that 
was pumped into the tent to keep the cool desert nights at bay. But as 
he sneaked up to the shelter, Kyle began to wonder instead if Scott had 
his fingers in the silver trade with Jaburn and could afford the most 
lavish things available on the market. 


Voices reached him, one feminine and one masculine. 


Kyle lay on his belly and wriggled to the side with the brightest 
light. Withdrawing a knife from one of his boots, he pierced the canvas 
with it and sliced out a small hole. He put one eye to the opening and 
watched the scene unfolding inside. Anastasia stood at an all-purpose 
table where a bottle of wine and a plate of cheese and jerky sat waiting 
for someone to help themselves. In a canvas chair, Scott Bashian sat 
with his back to Kyle. The turncoat agent swept his cowboy hat off and 
tossed it onto a lush cot across the shelter. Two brass lamps hung from 
hooks attached to the shelter’s ceiling braces. Shadows danced and 
wavered around the tent. 


“You can’t be serious,” Scott said to Anastasia. “You’re in love 
with a filthy Moon Wolf?” 


“T didn’t stutter, Scott,” she snapped, her accent heavier with her 
irritation. She placed her fists on her hips, a sure sign she’d been 
pushed to the point of snapping. 

Scott stood up suddenly, his chair bouncing and nearly falling 
over backward. He snatched Anastasia’s wrist and pulled her around 
the table and against his body. 
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Instantly pissed, Kyle kept still. 


“I bet I can change your mind,” Scott drawled as he slipped his 
arms around Anastasia’s waist and over her hips to palm her ass. “I 
seem to recall that I’ve made you scream in pleasure many times.” 


“You think too highly of yourself, Scott,” she said icily. “I told 
you in Fire Town that it was over.” 


“But you let me fuck you then too,” he sneered. 
“Only because I had an itch to scratch and nothing more.” 
Scott nuzzled her neck. “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s fuck.” 


She shoved hard against his chest. “Stop it, Scott! ve finally 
found someone I love. Why can’t you accept that?” 


Scott grasped her chin, and even from several feet away, Kyle 
saw the pressure he applied by the whitening of her skin around the 
turncoat’s fingers. 


“You’re hurting me,” said Anastasia, anger flaming in her eyes. 


Kyle grimaced. Judging by the expression on her face, he knew 
she was about to waylay Scott. J better come up with a plan to help her 
fast! 


“You like it rough,” Scott laughed before claiming her lips in a 
hard, hungry kiss. 

Before Kyle could react, Anastasia jabbed her knee upward. A 
soft thud followed, and Scott uttered a cry of pain. She came down on 
one of his feet with her heel, jerked out of Scott’s hold, and delivered a 
right hook that would have made any prizefighter proud of her. 


Scott’s head flopped backward. He uttered a surprised “Oomph!” 
and staggered back against the chair, which bumped the backs of his 
knees, toppling him into the seat. He stared up at Anastasia with a 
mixture of shock, denial, and pure fury. 


Hellfire and brimstone! Kyle scuttled around to a second entrance 
flap he noticed just to the right of Scott’s chair. If I don’t get in there 
now and help her, they'll kill one another and no one will have any 
answers to this case. He reached the flap, squatted next to it, pulling it 
aside enough to see inside, and gauged the best time to enter quietly. 
He had to take Scott by surprise—or so he hoped. 
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AS SOON as the door slammed shut behind him, Shades’s bones began 
cracking, and his muscles stretched and reformed to different bodily 
proportions, sending the usual pain slicing through his body. Fangs 
protruded from his snout. He howled and jumped off the porch with no 
certain destination in mind. Everything came crashing in on him. He’d 
been so wrapped up in keeping the Creepers and Dante out of Hellbent 
he’d missed all the signs that his sister was having trouble. Tears 
dripped from his good eye and onto his fur. He howled in the warm air 
again, the desert wind carrying away his cry. I wish it would carry 
away this pain too. 


A jackrabbit ran out of its hiding place, scurrying out of his way. 
Shades’s Wolf side wanted to kill it, but he ignored the animal. Nothing 
would distract him from his pain and guilt. 


How could I be so blind? I’m so sorry I wasn’t there for you, 
Etta. 


If he would have just taken the time to talk to her, she would’ve 
confided in him about the trouble with Nathan, and none of this 
would’ve happened. 


No, that’s not true. Flanagan is right. Once I found out that 
Nathan had physically hurt Etta, I would’ve gone for his jugular. 


Two hours later, he jumped over a dry creek bed and raced 
onward. What was he going to do about Kyle? His heartbeat thumped 
loudly in his ears as he slowly stopped and scanned around the desert. 
Shades loved Kyle, but he knew Kyle wouldn’t be happy here in his 
hometown. Shades couldn’t give up his job as sheriff either. Besides, 
he’d already put his own feelings before his family’s, and he wouldn’t 
do that again. His family needed him here, strong and whole, and as a 
result, he wouldn’t force Kyle to stay with him. The Drinker had made 
it clear he wanted to solve the theft of the rubies and move on with his 
life. The killer of Kyle’s family was dead, and once the rubies were 
discovered, he had nothing to hold him here in Hellbent. 

Shades hung his head, panting, and slowly trotted forward, his 
heart breaking at the thought of losing Kyle. As he rested, the wind 
blew a memorable scent across the sand. 

Shades lifted his head and sniffed the air. Scott had been this way 
within the last twenty-four hours. The scent was still fresh. Maybe he 
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could at least help Kyle one more time. He growled, remembering the 
last day he’d been with Scott. He now knew Scott had faked the whole 
emotional tie to him. Jf I’m lucky to ever find love after Kyle, so be it, 
but I won't let it control me or cause me to make stupid decisions. 


Shades studied the ground, moving with the scent. Did Scott have 
the rubies with him? Carefully, he followed the trail, but another scent 
drifted to his nose. Anastasia had been through here too, passing by less 
than two hours ago. He growled and moved toward the Northern 
Wastelands. Shades would do this one thing for Kyle and set him free, 
even though it would kill Shades to do it. 


Kyle! His lover’s scent surrounded and caressed him as he moved 
up the dune where he spotted the small camp. Kyle, Scott, and 
Anastasia were all there, all three of their scents strong in the air. 
Tonight Kyle’s mission would end. Shades just prayed it ended as Kyle 
wanted it to. 

He edged to the tent, listening to the heated words between Scott 
and Anastasia. He halted and watched Kyle move around the tent, 
where he vanished. 
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CHAPTER 
TWENTY-ONE 


KYLE edged into the shelter, the warmth of the enclosure surrounding 
him. He hunkered behind a big travel trunk and studied the layout of 
the tent’s contents and where his fellow agents stood. 

“What the hell is wrong with you, bitch?” Scott snarled up at 
Anastasia as he rubbed his jaw. 

With her chest heaving and emerald fire flashing in her eyes, she 
hissed, “Call me that again, Ill rip your throat out! I told you I’m in 
love with Flanagan. Why can’t you accept that?” 

Scott sat quietly for a moment. The sudden and thunderous quiet 
froze Kyle in his kneeling position, his fingers clenching the flap to let 
it fall behind him. 

“Look,” said Scott, his voice taking on a coaxing tone. “Just hear 
me out, Anastasia, please?” 

“Tm listening.” 

“We had a deal.” 

“Well, I’m breaking our deal,” she snapped. 

“You can’t!” he said loudly. 


“You have no right to complain about it,” Anastasia said before 
he could continue on his tirade. “If I walk away, you get everything.” 


“But it was still a deal!” 


She rolled her eyes and balled her hands at her sides. “Don’t you 
get it? I want no part of you, the rubies, your control, or the resulting 
wealth. I was fed up with my life, so your offer looked good, but I was 
wrong!” She sighed and visibly struggled to rein in her emotions. “I’m 
done with all of it, Scott. I have friends who mean the world to me, a 
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new mate whom I love with all my heart, and a lovely Wolf family I 
want to get to know. I’m not jeopardizing any of that.” 


That’s my girl! Relief passed through Kyle, followed by 
happiness and pride for his best friend. J knew she’d come to her 
senses! 


Anastasia attention’s landed on Kyle and then skittered away. 


Good girl. Kyle breathed a sigh of relief. Don’t give me away 
now, sweetheart. 


She turned away from the traitor agent. Scott sought any way he 
could to control the situation, so Anastasia presenting her back to the 
man was Kyle’s sign she was accepting his help. 


Against one wall stood a tall, slender cabinet boasting handsome 
carvings of the Ruby Moon God’s two halves. Opening the cabinet, 
Anastasia turned a brass crank and placed a needled arm upon a 
spinning disc. The tinny sound of a slow waltz filled the tent—and 
served to mask any inadvertent noises Kyle might make. She spun on 
her heel just as Scott started to stand again. 


“Deals are made to be broken,” she said firmly, “so I mean what I 
say. I’m walking away from you and everything you represent.” 


Scott shook his head, the lamplight brightening his blond hair 
with silver highlights. He settled back in the chair again, his broad 
shoulders slumping in momentary defeat. Behind him, Kyle crouched, 
biding his time to take another step closer. He’d forgotten just how 
handsome Scott Bashian was, remembering a time when he’d 
considered enticing the man into his bed. However, there was always 
something about Scott that had held Kyle at bay and hinted that a 
tumble beneath the sheets with his fellow agent would have 
repercussions Kyle was ill prepared to deal with. His suspicions had 
turned out to be on the money. Beneath the man’s veneer of deep 
brown eyes, golden hair, and a body of honed planes and muscles 
lurked a dangerous monster always waiting for the precise moment to 
pounce. 

The memory of Shades in the cave rose in Kyle’s mind. Shades 


had talked in his sleep about Scott. It appeared he’d found out Scott’s 
true nature too. It was no wonder Shades detested the man. 
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Hell, maybe Scott and Jaburn should’ve been lovers or mates 
instead. Those two were made for one another. The thought 
simultaneously repulsed and amused him. 


“You’re my woman,” Scott insisted like there was no room for 
debate. “You’re going to be my mate and rule with me.” 


Anastasia snorted derisively. “You can’t force me to be your 
mate, Scott. Mating doesn’t work that way. You know that.” She 
shrugged and then crossed her arms over her ample breasts. “Besides, 
Flanagan and I have already mated.” 


“You can’t mate with a Moon Wolf! You’re a Life Drinker!” 
Scott jumped to his feet, his fists clenched at his sides. “You are mine!” 


The sudden motion nearly snapped each of Kyle’s nerves in two 
all at once. He steeled himself to lunge at Scott and drive his knife deep 
into one of the Drinker’s kidneys. 


“No,” she said shaking her head. “I am not yours and never will 
be. I belong to Flanagan Hollowvale. By saving his life, I converted 
him. He’s half Drinker now, so we can and are mates. I’m turning in 
my resignation to the Conclave, and I plan on staying with Flanagan 
and raising a family.” 


Stunned into silence, Scott stared at her. 


Still crouched, Kyle froze and stared across the tent at his friend 
as shock arrowed through him. She’s serious! She really loves the 
alpha Wolf. 


Finally, Scott said, “How can you do this to me? My ruse has 
been perfect: steal the rubies and send out word I did it to protect the 
gems from another thief I’d learned about, but when someone stole 
them from me,” he continued and grinned wickedly, “Jaburn was 
blamed, and I’m home free. My plan to use the rubies to take over the 
Conclave and rule this region is perfect, Anastasia. With Jaburn 
overthrowing the mining communities, we’ll have all the wealth we 
need to maintain control, and Jaburn will be happy with his own little 
town to lord over. Look, sweetheart, we both agreed it was time to 
vanquish the Conclave, and by doing so, all the smaller divisions would 
have no choice but to join us.” 


“It’s wrong, Scott,” she returned. She held her hands out to her 
sides in a plea. “I was wrong to listen to you, wrong to get involved 
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with you, and wrong to put my friends’ lives in jeopardy.” As she said 
the last part, her gaze briefly met Kyle’s, and he saw the sincerity in her 
beautiful orbs. 


“T’m tired of the Conclave’s iron-fisted ways,” Scott said with a 
sneer. “It’s time things change.” 


“Change how?” she countered, moving to the side so Scott’s 
attention turned to the right as Kyle moved slightly to the man’s left. 
“Change from what has worked for hundreds of years over to the 
whims of a Drinker who thinks he’s the next Ruby Moon God?” 


Scott laughed, the sound sincere amusement. “You’re closer to 
the truth than you know.” 


“What?” She quirked a dark red eyebrow. 
“You. Me. The next Ruby Moon God.” 


The color drained from Anastasia’s cheeks. “That’s a legend, 
Scott. It’s not something that actually happened.” 


“I know it to be true,” he countered. “I found the scrolls hidden in 
the Conclave’s vault. They’ve kept the truth from the world for too 
long.” 

“What are you saying?” 

“That two opposites can become one and be the new Ruby Moon 


God. You and I are the two who can do it. You’re female and good, and 
I’m a male out for wealth and glory.” 


Anastasia backed up against the wall, her expression incredulous. 
“What you’re saying is ludicrous.” 


Scott stood. “No, it’s real. The scrolls talk of how the perfect 
couple, two total opposites, can come together again and rule as the 
Ruby Moon God.” 

The announcement about the scrolls surprised Kyle. Scrolls? 
What scrolls? The Elders told me nothing about a set of scrolls. 

“We’re that couple, Anastasia. I know it!” Scott took a step 
toward her. “Let me prove it to you. I have the rubies with me. It’s a 
simple matter of activating the gems’ magic. All of it is laid out in the 
scrolls.” 


“Jaburn is dead,” she stated flatly. 
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With his body ramrod stiff, Scott said, “What? Jaburn’s dead? 
When? How?” 


“Tt doesn’t matter. He’s dead, and so is most of his gang.” 


“I need that lunatic to make my plan work!” Scott took three steps 
toward her, his profile a twisted mask of rage. He pulled a scabbard 
from behind a nearby cabinet and withdrew a sword. “If you’re not 
with me, Anastasia, then you’re against me and I have to kill you.” He 
drew the sword back to strike her. 


Frantic to keep the situation from getting out of hand, Kyle 
moved quickly across the last few feet separating him from Scott. His 
hat bumped one of the lanterns, and the brass creaked loudly. 


Whirling with the blade, Scott faced Kyle, he sword clenched in 
both hands. His expression shifted from fury to surprise. “Where the 
hell did you come from?” 


Before Kyle could reply or react, Anastasia leapt at Scott’s back 
and sank her fangs into the back of his neck. He screamed and flung her 
off of him. She flew backward and landed like a cat against the table. It 
flipped over with a bang, the plates and cups clattering on the board 
floor. Facing Scott, Kyle feigned going to the right, forcing Scott to go 
the same direction to attack, the sword held out in front of him. 
However, Kyle suddenly veered to the left and put himself between 
Anastasia and Scott. 


“Give up, Bashian. It’s over,” said Kyle. The adrenaline and 
vamp powers sang through Kyle’s system. Although his knife was a 
pitiful weapon compared to the long, slightly curved sword Scott 
wielded, Kyle still held his dagger out in front of him, poised to use it if 
Scott made the wrong move. 


“You are so dead,” Scott snarled. “I’ve watched you ascend to the 
Conclave’s favorite agent and reap the benefits for far too long. You’re 
nothing but a gentleman cowboy playing house with the Elders. I’m 
going to enjoy watching your blood turn the desert sand red.” 


As Scott charged him, his blade glinting in the lamplight, a roar 
ripped through the shelter, and a huge, furry, black body burst through 
the front tent flap. Landing on all fours, the werewolf bared its fangs, 
its one eye aglow with feral protectiveness. 
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“Shades!” Kyle couldn’t let him get hurt, but he had to protect 
Anastasia too. 


Shades rose onto his legs and faced Scott. 


Taken aback, Scott gaped up at the werewolf. “Shades? Is that 
really you?” 


SHADES had had enough. He wanted this night over with so he could 
move on with his life with or without Kyle. He bared his fangs at Scott, 
but watched Kyle out of the corner of his eye. If it came down to it, he 
would give his life for Kyle or Anastasia without a second thought. He 
wouldn’t let his family be hurt again, and Anastasia was now part of it. 
Flanagan depended on him to keep his mate safe. 


“What’s wrong, Shades? Didn’t you like the gift I sent you?” A 
sinister grin split Scott’s face, his eyes alight with deranged pleasure. 
“Your sister was a feisty young thing. Too bad I didn’t have the time to 
sample that young pussy before I killed her.” 


By the Ruby Moon God, Flanagan insisted it was Nathan who 
must ’ve killed Etta. Fury ripped through Shades. “You....” He fought to 
keep some semblance of reason and tried again so that his words were 
less guttural. “You killed, Etta? But why?” 


“What did Shades’s sister ever do to you?” Anastasia cried. 


“I’m the one who sends a lover packing, not him.” Scott sneered. 
“And Jaburn insisted it would be a good way to put fear into the hearts 
of those who wanted to find the rubies.” 


Shades trembled as he glared at the man who had been his last 
lover. Scott had betrayed him, but in the end, his ex-lover had gone 
after others who Shades cared about, hurting many in the process. 
However, Shades never imagined the man would murder his sister just 
because he’d ended his relationship with him. The traitor didn’t deserve 
to live. 

“Well,” Kyle retorted with disgust, “the only thing you managed 
to do was piss everyone off and make them more determined to find her 
killer—which we did.” 


Growling, Shades lowered to the floor, ready to pounce the 
minute Scott let his guard down. If he could avoid the sword, he’d rip 
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out Scott’s throat and then enjoy watching the Drinker’s life force flood 
his pristine white shirt with crimson, eyes bulging, mouth working 
without any sound coming from it.... 


Scott offered Shades a smug, self-assured look before moving 
back a couple of steps. He assessed Shades carefully, his attention 
briefly landing on Anastasia and Kyle before returning to Shades. 


I have to be careful. Scott’s wily and dangerous. He'll try to use 
them to hurt or distract me, and I don’t want anything to happen to 
Kyle or Anastasia. 


With Anastasia to one side of Scott and Kyle poised to attack on 
his other side, Shades lunged at the man. He ducked the blade, the 
weapon hissing through the air above him as Scott swung it at Shades’s 
head. He bore Scott backward and into the cabinet holding the 
phonograph. The music box’s wood creaked and groaned beneath their 
weight. Scott tried to use the sword to strike at Shades’s side, but Kyle 
kicked it from Scott’s grip. The weapon landed on the board floor with 
a loud clang and clatter. 


Weaponless, Scott clasped the sides of Shades’s head in an 
attempt to keep Shades’s muzzle full of sharp, snapping teeth away 
from his neck. Scott hissed, baring his fangs at Shades, and managed to 
move his body so that he could use his forearm to protect his face. 
Instead of biting the man’s neck, Shades sliced his claws down Scott’s 
ribs, shredding his shirt and cutting shallow wounds down the agent’s 
sides. A scream ripped from Scott. He spun and jabbed an elbow in 
Shades’s abdomen, then jumped, using his other elbow to deliver a 
blow to Shades’s throat too. Pain radiated through Shades’s belly, but 
the strike to his throat, although painful, momentarily kept him from 
breathing. Seeing his chance, Scott landed on both feet and threw 
himself to the floor, rolling head over heels to land on his feet again. 
He whirled and stared at Shades before quickly checking Kyle’s and 
Anastasia’s whereabouts. 


“Why can’t we all join forces?” asked Scott. “I'll rule in place of 
the Conclave, and the three of you can be my entourage, the power 
behind my throne.” He laughed, his gaze roving over their bodies. 
“And three delectable bedmates as the mood and need may arise.” 
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Finally, the pain subsided in his throat, and Shades could breathe 
again. He licked his snout and bared his teeth again. J can’t believe I 
thought I loved that guy. He’s evil down to his very bones. 


“Scott, leave them alone,” said Anastasia, her face red with 
hostility. “I regret the day I ever started listening to the tripe that spills 
from your lying mouth!” 


“You'll never get out of this tent alive,” Kyle told Bashian. 
“You’re nothing but a turncoat, a power-hungry fool with an ego bigger 
than the Wastelands.” 


Incensed for his friends and for his dead sister, Shades attacked 
again, shooting across the tent to rip Scott’s throat out. He didn’t care 
about anything other than killing Scott. His ex-lover tried to dodge 
Shades, but this time Scott didn’t move quickly enough. Shades 
grabbed him by his upper arms and flung him backward as Kyle pushed 
Anastasia across the tent and out of the way of danger. A second before 
Scott hit the table with the oil lamp, Shades realized his error in tossing 
him that way. 


As Scott crashed into the table, the tabletop gave way and popped 
up on one side like the end of a seesaw. The lamp flew through the air, 
barely missing Kyle’s head. It landed on the floor against one wall. The 
glass bottom shattered, spilling oil all over the floor and the canvas, and 
the wick set it on fire. The oil burst into flames that raced up the tent 
behind Kyle. 


“You two get out of here,” Kyle yelled at Shades and Anastasia. 


Scott rolled away from the mashed table and scrabbled on his 
hands and knees for the sword on the floor. Kyle tried to grab him, but 
Scott lurched to the side, swinging his hand out to clasp the weapon’s 
hilt. An instant before his fingers made contact with its handle, 
Anastasia kicked the weapon across the floor. Furious, Scott hissed and 
twisted toward her just as Shades jumped on him. With the man’s body 
flat on the floor, Shades picked him up by his hair and the belt loops of 
his pants and flung him into the fire spreading up to the tent’s ceiling. 
A scream of anger and pain burst from Scott. He rolled to the side and 
leapt, the back of his shirt flaming, at Shades, who caught him in 
midair and flung him to the floor on his back. The air whooshed out of 
the traitor, and he lay there gasping, pain flashing over his face. Slowly, 
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Scott rolled to his side and then rose to his knees. He staggered to his 
feet and stood swaying from side to side as he glared at them. 


Anastasia moved behind Scott, and Kyle stepped between him 
and Shades. “It’s over, Scott,’ Kyle stated firmly. “Where are the 
rubies?” 

“Like I'd tell a dolt like you,” Bashian replied with a sneer. “Did 
you tell Shades about our time together and then compare notes?” 


“You’re such a waste,” Kyle answered as he clamped down on his 
anger. “We never did anything. I knew better than to fuck you. I’m just 
sorry that you tricked Anastasia and Shades into your bed, but I’m even 
sorrier you murdered Etta.” Kyle surged forward with his knife and 
sliced it across Scott’s chest. 


Anastasia jumped at Scott, but he moved out of the way at the last 
second. Kyle caught her in his arms, her weight bearing him backward 
where they both fell to the floor. 


Scott dived to the floor, scrabbling at the edges of a board in the 
center of the room, but Shades caught him by his neck, jerked him up 
on his feet, and crunched down on the back of Scott’s neck with his 
jaws. 


Die, you son of a bitch! Shades bit down twice as hard as Scott’s 
hands pulled at his muzzle, but soon the traitor’s hands fell away, and 
his death rattle rang loudly in Shades’s ears. This is for you, Etta! Your 
murderer has been brought to justice! Instead of letting go of the 
turncoat, Shades ripped out Scott’s throat. Blood coated his mouth, the 
aroma of the man’s life force offensive and sour to him. Disgusted, he 
threw Scott’s body to the floor in a heap, the man’s limbs akimbo. 


Backing away, Shades stepped on the loose floorboard and 
glanced down. Something glittered in the crack. He clapped his paw- 
hand down on Kyle’s shoulder, gaining his lover’s attention, and 
motioned toward the board with his other. 


“PII take a look,” said Kyle, “but if we don’t get out of here soon, 
this tent is going to come down on us.” 

“What is it?” asked Anastasia as she crossed the heating shelter. 

Suddenly exhausted, Shades transformed into his human shape. 
Pain sliced through his body as his bones and muscles snapped and 
reshaped. The tingling of vanishing hair assailed his skin, and his 
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muzzle and ears morphed into a human skull and nose. Naked, he 
leaned against the main support pole, blinking the last traces of 
discomfort away. Finally, his good eye focused, and he waited 
expectantly as Kyle slipped the tip of his knife into the crack between 
the boards. Kyle popped the slat up, tossed the piece aside, and 
withdrew a small leather pouch. 


Kyle and Anastasia hovered over the sack. Shaking some of its 
contents into his hand, Kyle let out a small whoop and hollered, “At 
last! We have the rubies!” 


“Grab them and let’s go,” Anastasia urged. “This place is hotter 
than the hinges of Hell and will collapse any time now.” She coughed 
as Kyle stood and grabbed her by one elbow, shoving her away from 
the fire eating its way across the ceiling and along two more walls. 


“We’ll have to go out the hole I cut in the back wall when I 
sneaked in,” Kyle said over the crackling flames. “Shades, you better 
be right beside me!” 


“Don’t worry,” Shades said, eyeing the melting canvas in one 
corner. “Dying by fire isn’t on my list of fun things to do.” 


Anastasia ran to a trunk and yanked clothing and a pair of boots 
out of it. “Let’s go!” she yelled and dived through the three-foot-long 
knife hole with the items. 


Stuffing the pouch inside his shirt, Kyle turned and then ran to the 
makeshift exit. “Go, Shades, get out now!” 


Shades grabbed Kyle’s hand, squatted, and pushed through the 
opening with Kyle in tow. As they stood up, the tent began caving in. 
They stumbled back and turned to jog over to Anastasia, who stood 
several yards away. Shades watched the flames leap into the night air 
like tall, vaporous dancers from Hell. The tent, the supports, all the 
furniture and items inside, as well as Scott’s body burned as a warning 
beacon in the desert darkness. 


Shades looked over at Anastasia, who tossed the boots and bundle 
of clothes to him. He caught the items and said, “My brother is waiting 
for you. Tell him I'll be home later.” He smiled and turned to Kyle. “I 
guess Scott managed to hurt everyone. It seems you’re the only one 
who had enough sense not to fall for his charming lies. PII miss you, 
Kyle.” 


He shifted back into a Wolf and ran into the desert. 
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“Shades! Come back!” Kyle shouted. “Please!” 


Shades ran faster. If he looked back, he would beg Kyle to stay. 
Kyle had made it clear he wanted to find the rubies and return to his 
life. Now that the case was solved and his brother had his new mate, all 
would return to normal, and Kyle had no real reason to stay. He might 
care for me, but he doesn’t love me. Besides, I seem to always mess 
things up. Everyone I care about seems to die or get hurt. 


He paused on a sandy knoll and howled his agony to the Ruby 
Moon. 
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CHAPTER 
TWENTY-TWO 


“DAMN it, Kyle,” Anastasia shouted. “I just remembered the ancient 
scrolls are in there too! They were wrapped in sheepskin and placed 
beneath the bag of rubies!” 


A sinking sensation claimed Kyle. “Well, there’s nothing we can 
do about it now. Maybe the flooring won’t burn.” He frowned and 
shook his head. “The Elders didn’t say anything about missing scrolls, 
just the rubies.” He glanced over at Anastasia’s stricken expression. “I 
wonder why they kept that bit of information from me?” 


“Tt doesn’t make sense,” she said. 


“No, it doesn’t, but they must not be as important as they let on. 
Otherwise, Scott wouldn’t have stolen those with the rubies, and the 
Elders would’ve made sure that I returned the scrolls to them too.” 


“Now what are you going to do?” Anastasia asked. She studied 
the pile of clothing Shades had dropped on the sand. “You’ll have to 
take the rubies back to the Conclave before sunrise, and by doing so, 
Shades will be convinced you’re finished with him and have left him 
behind.” 

“Damnation!” Kyle ripped his hat off and slapped it against his 
thigh. “How the hell that Wolf ever became Hellbent’s sheriff is 
beyond me. He’s too damn emotional and hotheaded.” He kept his gaze 
on the area where Shades’s retreating werewolf form had finally 
vanished. The heat from the burning tent bathed his body with intense 
warmth and helped ease the ache in his tense muscles. 

“Well...?” Anastasia prompted. 

Kyle slapped his hat back on his head and faced his friend. “You 
go back to the Hollowvale farm and explain everything that has 
happened, and I’m going to the hotel to collect my things. P1 borrow 
Mrs. Hollowvale’s jaunting car, and then pay Dade, the livery owner, to 
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stable Denizen for a few days. I’d appreciate it if you would check on 
her from time to time. Denizen loves sugar cubes.” 


A big, knowing smile slid across Anastasia’s regal face. “So you 
are coming back. Do you plan on living in Hellbent?” 


He shrugged. “I don’t know about any of that yet, but I want you 
to tell Shades’s family that I took him to the Conclave with me, and 
we'll return to Hellbent soon—most likely within a week’s time.” 
Drawing in a lungful of cool night air, Kyle held it a moment while he 
calmed his screaming nerves and then released the breath slowly. His 
gaze moved to the ruby moon, its roundness nearly a full phase. 
“Besides, if a local sheriff adds his testimony to what occurred the last 
two and a half days, it’Il help the Elders with their paperwork and allow 
them to close the case faster.” 


“Will you hand in my resignation for me?” 


The hesitation in Anastasia’s voice startled Kyle. “Are you unsure 
of your decision?” 


“No, not at all, chéri”? The leaping flames revealed the 
anticipation and excitement in Anastasia’s eyes. “It’s just that... 
well...” 


“You thought I’d balk at the idea and try to talk you out of it.” 
She nodded. 


“Sweetheart, you’ve been my best friend for a long, long time,” 
said Kyle with sincerity. “I want you to be happy and content. Plus you 
deserve someone who will treat you like the hot-blooded, intelligent 
beauty that you are.” 

She rushed to Kyle and threw her arms around him. “Thank you 
for understanding, mon ami. I was so afraid you’d think I was 
abandoning you.” 

He looked down into her vibrant green eyes. “You have helped 
me so much over the years, Anastasia. Thank you.” 

With tears shimmering in her eyes, she nodded. “Ill write my 
resignation when we return to the farm.” 

Kyle released her and then stooped to retrieve the discarded 
clothing. 

“How are you going to find Shades and convince him to go with 
you?” Anastasia questioned. 
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“Tt won’t be hard to find Shades.” He stuffed the clothing under 
one arm. “My scent will draw him to me because he won’t be able to 
resist it in Wolf form, and like you said, he’s convinced I’m leaving 
him, so he’ll have to see for himself. However, getting him to go to the 
Conclave with me will be the hard part. He’s as stubborn as a mule.” 


“What reason would he have to refuse going? He’s the sheriff, so 
he’ll know it’s his duty to help you.” 


“First,” Kyle began and held up his index finger, “he doesn’t trust 
anyone. Despite having poor taste in men—” 


“Does that include you?” Anastasia quipped, one corner of her 
mouth quirked. “You’re an incredible lover, but you’re terribly 
stubborn too.” 


“Oh, very funny.” He threw one of the boots he held at her, but 
she easily sidestepped it with a giggle. She returned the boot to him, 
and he continued. “Shades is convinced that all his lovers were 
tricksters out to hurt him, so he’ll think I’m up to something, too, and 
secondly,” he added raising his next finger, “he’ll insist he can’t be 
away from the townspeople because they need their sheriff nearby to 
feel safe.” 


“Good luck convincing him,” said Anastasia. 


“Come on,” said Kyle. “Get your horse and I’ll ride back to 
Hellbent with you.” 


Anastasia hurried to the other side of the burning rubble and 
hopped up on the gelding. Kyle fetched Denizen from where she waited 
behind the neighboring sand dune and met Anastasia several yards 
away from the dying flames. 

They turned their horses toward town. Other than the horses’ 
gentle snorts and the soft thuds of their footfalls, Kyle rode with 
Anastasia in amicable silence for several minutes. 

Finally, her soft voice broke the quiet, and she asked, “Since 
Shades is so stubborn, how do you plan on convincing him to ride to 
the Conclave headquarters with you?” 

Kyle smiled so wide his jaws ached. “That’s what the tranquilizer 
gun is for.” 
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She burst out laughing, startling an antelope out of the underbrush 
to their right. It leapt and bounced across the desert floor to disappear 
behind a boulder. 


Kyle’s chuckles joined in with her laughter, but as Anastasia grew 
more tickled and leaned against the saddle horn for support, Kyle 
laughed harder too. 


Shades, my delicious cowboy, if only you knew what you re in for! 


LATER, as Mrs. Hollowvale’s jaunting car jolted Kyle across the 
Wastelands, he mused about how accepting Shades’s family had been 
of his plan. After he’d explained everything and told them of his plans, 
along with how he figured he’d have to subdue Shades, Flanagan’s 
remark had amused the entire household. Even now, Kyle chuckled at 
the memory. 


“Well, my little brother has needed a good kick in the ass for 
quite some time,” Flanagan said as he snuggled Anastasia on the 
loveseat, “but a shot in the ass works just as well!” 


However, just as quickly as the memory surfaced to lighten his 
heart, another one dashed it. While Kyle had been gathering supplies, 
Nathan returned to the farm. As Flanagan had suspected, the young 
Wolf had abandoned his mother and ran off to another town, this time 
to Silver Disaster, where the saloons were bigger and the red ladies 
were prettier. 

Nathan’s cries of anguish when he’d heard the news about his 
mother had pierced Kyle’s heart with pain. Time would heal the entire 
family, but for Nathan, it would take longer. 


Inside his suit jacket, the hardness of the rubies in their leather 
pouch pressed against Kyle’s ribs. The feeling comforted him. Finally 
this case is over, and life can return to normal. 


Kyle swerved around a deep rut in the road. Moments later, he 
stopped at the smoking ruins of Scott’s shelter to check for the scrolls 
where they’d been hidden with the gems, but found the flooring burned 
to ash too. 
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It’s sad those old documents are destroyed, but for some reason I 
sense they weren't all that important, which is odd. Why wouldn't the 
Conclave have me return the scrolls too? 


Minutes afterward, Kyle continued on his way. The road faded, 
and the desert sprawled for miles in every direction. 


Once Kyle reached the area he thought was the point he’d lost 
sight of Shades, he drove for another fifteen minutes and then stopped 
the jaunting car, shutting off the engine. The vehicle let out another sad 
chugga-chug, and a puff of brilliant white steam belched from its pipe. 
The cloud drifted over the car and then out across the desert, where it 
caressed a huge cacti before dispersing on the wind. 


The moon’s rubicund glow cast eeriness over the landscape that, 
although daunting, proved quite beautiful too. The quartz in the sand 
reflected the light, and various points along the desert floor and high on 
the bluffs gave off a soft pink sparkle. 


Kyle sat listening to the quiet for a long time. A coyote called 
from a nearby cliff. Its comrades answered it, and seconds later, the cry 
of a Wolf rent the night. 


A smile of satisfaction tweaked Kyle’s lips. That’s right, lover. 
You’ve already detected my scent, haven’t you? 


Another howl, one more urgent, sliced the air. 
Come on, then. Follow my aroma, baby. 


Kyle sat quietly, waiting. He fished his pocket watch out of his 
vest pocket and popped the cover open. Five past eleven o’clock. 
Reaching across the seat, he dragged his tool satchel across the leather 
and opened it to withdraw a wooden box about eighteen inches long, 
six inches wide, and four inches deep. Once he had the clasps 
unfastened, he raised the lid and tugged a long-barreled pistol from out 
of the padded velvet lining. With a spectacle sight mounted on it and a 
professionally rifled barrel, the gun’s aim was dead-on whenever a sure 
hand used it. He loaded the pistol, slipping three of four darts, tipped in 
the Conclave’s special tranquilizer, into it. Kyle took a vial from the 
case, opened it, and then dipped the fourth dart in its contents two more 
times. 


This one is if you should fight me too hard, Shades. 
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Kyle placed the pistol on the seat next to his hip, removed his 
bandana, and tossed it over the gun. Next, he opened his watch again 
and propped it on the jaunting car’s front panel by the navigation 
wheel. Should Shades take longer than expected to approach or not 
show at all, Kyle had to keep track of time so he could return the rubies 
before dawn. 


He waited. In fact, he leaned back against the seat and pushed his 
hat forward low on his brow so that it appeared as if he were sleeping. 
Shades wasn’t stupid, so if it seemed he had the upper hand, the Wolf 
was more likely to approach the jaunting car. The last thing Kyle 
wanted to do was spend the night chasing his werewolf lover around 
the Wastelands should he miss his target. 


Giving Shades time to arrive, Kyle allowed his mind to wander 
for a bit. Whether or not Shades accompanied him to the Conclave’s 
headquarters, Kyle knew Shades would accept him as his lover after 
Kyle convinced the stubborn ass that he had no deceit in mind. Dante 
and Scott had done a more than adequate job at shaking the Wolf’s 
composure and messing with not only his heart but also his mind. 


But I did the same thing to Shades with Owen. Remorse trickled 
through Kyle’s being for not only hurting Shades but for Owen’s 
unfortunate death too. I’m just as much to blame for Shades ’s fears and 
insecurities as Dante and Scott. 


Kyle glanced at the pocket watch. Eleven-thirty. If Shades 
showed up as he suspected, Kyle could drive straight through the 
Wastelands and be back at the Conclave headquarters in Ruby City by 
three or four in the morning, plenty of time to place the rubies safely in 
the hands of the Elders. 

The moon’s crimson aura seemed to deepen by the minute. Kyle 
mused how the color resembled the blood Life Drinkers needed to 
survive and how it represented the Moon Wolves’ instinct to hunt, kill, 
and feast. Out of habit, Kyle mentally thanked the Ruby Moon God for 
completing his mission. Within hours he’d place the little sack of gems 
in the Elders’ hands, thus preventing war from breaking— 

Kyle nearly bolted upright with his sudden revelation. 

Scott was sick of the Conclave’s control. 


Unease slithered through Kyle’s gut, and he gulped, his mouth 
suddenly dry. 
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And Anastasia questioned their control right down to her 
wondering whether the Ruby Moon God had been created to enforce 
the control. 


With his mind racing and adrenaline coursing through his system, 
Kyle struggled not to panic. 


How many times have I questioned the very same things! 


All the uncertainties crashing through his brain led him to one 
thing: how would either clan know whether or not the rubies had been 
found by dawn tomorrow? If the Elders sought to keep peace, wouldn’t 
they keep quiet as long as possible if he hadn’t found the rubies by 
daylight? In order to maintain the peace, wouldn’t they keep the rubies 
secret for days and maybe even weeks before alerting the races to their 
official absence? 


Kyle struggled to wrap his mind around the epiphany. Lies! 
Everything is based on lies! But why? For what purpose? 


THE moment the scent entered his nostrils, Shades knew Kyle was on 
his way back home to Ruby City. Pain stabbed his soul. Z was right. He 
didn’t care as much as I had hoped. 


He couldn’t help himself. He had to find Kyle and watch from a 
distance, let his feelings for the handsome cowboy Drinker go, and then 
he’d head back to Hellbent and piece his life back together as he tried 
to forget about the love of his life. 


Still in Wolf form, he trotted down the bluff. Once he reached the 
base of the cliff, Shades sampled the air one more time, drawing in 
Kyle’s distinct male scent. He set off at a dead run, frightening a desert 
rat from its hiding spot in the base of a cactus, and then leapt over a 
small area strewn with rocks as he followed the aromatic trail. 


I just want to see Kyle one more time. He traversed a faint coyote 
path that passed through a series of small sand dunes. Afterward, I'll 
return home for Etta’s memorial, wish Anastasia and Flanagan a long, 
happy life, and focus on my job as sheriff of Hellbent. 

Although Kyle’s dismissal of him hurt like hell, Shades loved 
him, so if it made Kyle happy to return to the Conclave and his life 
there as their top agent, then he would be happy for Kyle. 
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The moon’s glow lit the way clearly, and as he approached 
another bluff, the wind brought him another whiff of the Drinker, 
revealing that Shades was almost on top of him. He trotted up the 
antelope trails that crisscrossed the hillside and slowly padded to the 
edge of the cliff to peer down at the next expanse of desert. There, in 
his mum’s jaunting car, sleeping as though he didn’t have a care in the 
world, sat Kyle. 

What was Kyle doing in his mother’s conveyance? Suspicious, he 
lay down and watched his lover for several minutes. 


By chance, is he waiting for me? Shades cocked his head to the 
side and listened intently. He didn’t detect any snores from the Drinker, 
but that didn’t mean he wasn’t asleep. He knew I would pick up his 
scent, so maybe he’s waiting for me to show up so he can say goodbye. 

Carefully, he trotted along the cliffs edge and found his way 
down the other side where he crept one footstep at a time through the 
tumbleweed and scrub brush. 
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CHAPTER 
TWENTY-THREE 


KYLE’S acute vamp hearing detected movement to his right in the 
scrub brush. He restrained himself from smiling. The Wolf had taken 
the bait. 


Soft footsteps and rustles steadily reached him. Soon, it grew 
quiet. Kyle sensed his sheriff lover behind a cluster of cacti about ten 
yards away. 


Coyotes called from further behind the jaunting car, probably 
disturbed by the presence of a larger, stronger predator in the desert. A 
nesting bird in the tallest of the cacti issued a frightened shriek, further 
enforcing Kyle’s sense that Shades hid nearby. 

Should he call out to Shades or wait and see if he drew closer? 

Kyle sneaked a peek at the watch again. Ten past midnight. 

With his mind made up, Kyle kept his head down and called out, 
“I know you’re there, Shades. I need to talk to you, and it’s really 
important.” 

He waited as the minutes stretched by. Nothing like taking your 
time, is there, lover? 

“Shades, I’m not playing games.” 

What could he say to convince him there was more at hand, that 
he wasn’t trying to trick him? The jaunting car! 

“No matter what you think,” Kyle said loudly and raised his head 
to look directly at the area where Shades was hiding, “I’m not playing 
games, I’m not deceiving you, and I do care about you. If your mum 
thought there was anything bad about me, do you think she’d lend me 
her jaunting car to drive it to Ruby City?” 
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Moments passed, and then a huge black Wolf padded out from 
behind the prickly vegetation and stood regarding him with one eye that 
glowed eerily in the bloody moonshine. 


“I need your help, Shades. First, I have to return to the Conclave 
before sunrise, but most importantly, I’ve realized the Elders have been 
lying about the rubies.” 


At that, Shades trotted to within eight or ten feet of the jaunting 
car. He let out a plaintive whine as he transformed back into his human 
shape. Kyle cringed at the sound of popping and cracking bones. 
Shades’s fur receded, and the faint whisper of his hair vanishing into 
the follicles reached Kyle’s ears. Shades’s limbs and head returned to 
their normal forms, and, gasping heavily, he knelt on one knee by the 
vehicle, a sheen of sweat glimmering over his skin. 


He looked up at Kyle, his one eye suspicious. He approached the 
jaunting car and sat on the ground so that Kyle had to look down at 
him. “I’m listening.” 

With time ticking away, Kyle turned around to face Shades and 
quickly told him Nathan had returned to the farm and how he’d taken 
the news about Etta. 


“Tt will take my nephew a long time to heal,” said Shades. “He’ll 
blame himself.” 


“Anastasia and your mum both have a talent of talking and 
reasoning. They’ll ease the pain in his heart,” Kyle stated. “They’ ll help 
Nathan through his grief.” 


Shades nodded. 


Once he’d allowed Shades to absorb the news, Kyle went on to 
tell him about his mother loaning him her conveyance, and how he’d 
stabled Denizen at the livery with the intention of returning to Hellbent 
to spend some time with Shades and to attend Etta’s memorial. Lastly, 
he informed the Wolf that the family had placed Etta’s remains in one 
of the airtight metal boxes his pa had designed. 


Shades nodded. “What’s so important that you need my help?” 


“At first,” Kyle began, keeping one hand on the tranquilizer gun, 
“I needed you to go to the Conclave with me for an official government 
testimony about the events that have transpired.” 


“But...?” 
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“But as I was sitting here thinking, I realized the Elders have been 
lying to me, to the other agents and spies, and to the higher figureheads 
of the two clans.” 


“How so?” asked Shades, his tone holding a note of intrigue in it. 


Kyle gave him a brief overview. “For starters, why would the 
Elders lie and give me a deadline of dawn tomorrow to find the gems? 
They could just lie to everyone as long as it took to get the rubies 
back,” he finished. 


Shades sat on one hip with his right arm out to brace his body, his 
right leg crooked in front of him, left knee bent, foot flat on the sand. 
He stared up at the sky, his gaze on the moon. 


After what felt like an hour to Kyle, Shades finally looked 
directly at him. “So now, instead of just my testimony of the last two 
and a half days, you also want me to go with you to, what? Guard your 
back? Help you dig into some secret the Conclave is hiding?” 


“Exactly.” 


“Why?” Shades countered coldly. “Why me, Kyle? You could 
take Anastasia with you. You know she’d return with you if needed.” 


“Anastasia has been through enough,” Kyle began. “You'll 
understand what she has gone through and why when you have a 
chance to sit and talk to her at the Hollowvale farm.” Fearing Shades 
was going to turn him down, Kyle patted the pistol for reassurance. He 
didn’t want to trang Shades, but if worse came to worst, he would. It 
was the only thing he could think of to keep his Wolf lover by his side. 
He looked Shades directly in the eye. “And....” 


“And?” 

Kyle gulped. Showing affection, whether physically or through 
words and gestures, was something foreign to Kyle. Fucking was 
instinctual, but love? Well, that was alien territory for him. 

“Kyle?” Shades pressed. 


The coyote called again, this time closer, and the pack yipped and 
chortled in response. 

“And I want you with me,” said Kyle. “I need to have you at my 
back because you’re the only person I truly trust.” He drew in a deep 
breath, held it, and then let it out quickly. “I mean that, Shades. I trust 
you implicitly. I don’t know why, but I do.” 
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A tentative smile danced on Shades’s lips. 


“I’m not ready to end our friendship,” Kyle continued, “and I say 
friendship for the moment, because with all that’s happened, I don’t 
know if we can officially call what we have together a relationship. I 
realize you’re afraid everyone you fall in love with will hurt you, and I 
know I wounded you by using Owen. However, you have to understand 
my reasons for doing that. You were a distraction, one that had me tied 
in knots. I wanted you, and whenever you were close to me, all I 
wanted to do was throw you down on the nearest table, bed, or floor 
and make love to you.” 


Slowly, a pleased expression marched across Shades’s face. 


“When Owen made it obvious he was interested, I took him up on 
it. At the time, I didn’t realize how much I cared about you, thinking 
the way I was feeling was just sexual frustration, so I used Owen to 
vent that frustration.” He shrugged and offered Shades a sheepish look. 
“Obviously, it didn’t work.” 


“T’ve thought a lot about it, and I get it. I really do,” said Shades. 
“Does it make the hurt any easier to endure? No. But I understand 
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now. 


A sigh burst from Kyle. “I’d like the chance to mend the hurt I’ve 
caused you.” 


Shades rose to his feet and stood in front of Kyle in all his naked, 
toned glory. “Well, cowboy, do you have any clothes for me? 
Otherwise, I'll look really strange riding into Ruby City naked as a 
jaybird.” 

Relief coursed through Kyle, and he laughed. He pointed to the 
first passenger seat behind him. “There’s a bundle of clothes there, plus 
your mum sent your spare hat as well as an eye patch and your good 
boots.” 


Shades quickly dressed, tugged on knit socks and then his boots. 
He slipped the patch over his eye and donned the almost-new hat. 
“Let’s go,” he stated and clambered into the seat next to Kyle. 


Scooping up the pistol, Kyle made short work of putting it away. 
“A tranquilizer pistol?” asked Shades. 
Without a word, Kyle nodded. 
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“What was it for?” Shades glanced sharply at him. “That wasn’t 
meant for me, was it?” 

“Yes.” 

“But why?” 

“Tt was the only thing I could think of if you decided to be 
stubborn about everything and refused to go with me.” 

Shades wrinkled his brow. “If you had used that on me, my 
family would have strung you up from the highest gallows.” 

“No, they wouldn’t have.” Kyle laughed. “Actually, Flanagan 
encouraged me to use it, and the entire household laughed about it.” 

“What?” His lover’s mouth dropped open in a big O. 

Kyle nodded as he chuckled and started cranking the start-up 
lever next to the jaunting car’s navigation wheel. “Flanagan said you’ ve 
needed a kick in the ass for a long time, but a shot in the ass worked 
too.” 

“Just wait until I see that fucking...!” 

But the last of Shades’s words were drowned out by Kyle’s 
laughter and the jaunting car’s engine as it roared to life. 

Kyle slid the vehicle in gear, and the steam-powered engine 
chugged loudly, issuing a huge cloud of vapor into the cool night air. A 
quarter of a mile later, something started burning inside his jacket. 

He slowed the vehicle down, but it stalled as he focused on the 
heat brewing in his coat. Smoke puffed through the fabric. 

“Damn, Kyle!” Shades slapped the front of Kyle’s jacket. “What 
the hell do you have in there?” 

“Just the rubies!” Reaching into the inner pocket, Kyle pulled the 
leather sack out. A hole had been burned through the side facing out 
from his body. “Damnation! What caused that to happen?” 

He placed the pouch on the floorboard next to the driver’s chair. 
Two rubies glimmered through the singed hole and then began pulsing 
with light. 

“Holy hell,” whispered Shades, his eye round with disbelief. 

“What the...?” Kyle leaned closer, frowning. “It’s not dawn yet.” 

“What does dawn have to do with them,” Shades asked and 
pointed, “doing that?” 
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“I don’t know. None of this makes any sense.” He shrugged. 


“Maybe we should put them in something that won’t catch on 
fire?” Turning, Shades found a canteen. “Here, try this. The water 
should keep them cool.” 


Kyle reached for one of the rubies, the leather sack now burnt 
halfway off of them. The moment he touched one, the heat seared his 
fingers, and he dropped the gem. 


He yelled and shook his hand, but the brilliance over the dessert 
drew his attention. “Shades, look.” 


“Look at what?” his lover asked as he peered closer at the pile of 
gemstones. 


Kyle grasped the top of Shades’s hat and shook it slightly. “No, 
out there. Look at the desert.” 


Straightening, Shades gazed out across the landscape, his mouth 
falling open, eyebrows arching in surprise. “What the hell’s going on, 
Kyle?” 

“T have no idea.” Kyle glanced up at the moon. 


Although still deep red, a vivid aura surrounded the celestial orb, 
as if someone had flipped on a very bright pink light behind it. 


Kyle stepped down from the jaunting car and scanned the sand 
dunes, bluffs, and flat wastelands. Behind him, Shades dismounted, 
too, and walked over to stand at Kyle’s side. 


The outlines of everything from the bluffs to the silhouettes of tall 
cacti and twisted scrub trees appeared so stark they almost seemed like 
someone had cut them out and pasted them onto the scenery. The sand, 
which had worn a pink glow from moonlight, now sparkled like it was 
a sea of tiny rubies. Even the areas of reflecting light along the cliffs 
twinkled with dazzling burgundy pinpoints. The coyotes had stopped 
yipping, and all nightlife seemed to hold its breath. 

“The last stages of a full Ruby Moon are always a glowing red 
that you can see without lanterns, lamps, or a torch at night, but this is 
incredible,” observed Shades. “It’s almost as bright as midday only 
Siene 

“Bright red like coals in a hearth,” Kyle finished in an awed 
whisper. 

“And full of power.” 
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“Something’s not right,” said Kyle. Fear twinged in his gut. “I 
don’t have a good feeling about this.” He turned and hurried to the 
jaunting car. Carefully, he touched the rubies, but found them cool 
again. He scooped them up and put them in one of his outer coat 
pockets. “I think we need to hurry back to the Conclave.” 


“I agree,” Shades returned and walked with purpose to their 
conveyance. 


As he reached Kyle, their gazes met and locked. A thrill wound 
through Kyle, and at that very moment, he knew he wanted to be with 
Shades forever. 


“I know Drinkers and Wolves rarely mate,” Kyle began, “and that 
if it happens, it’s mostly due to a transformation like Anastasia did to 
save Flanagan’s life, but I want you to know that I love you, Shades.” 
Kyle blinked, his heart crashing against his ribs. Did those words really 
just come out of my mouth? 


As Shades’s expression turned from stunned to pure delight, Kyle 
realized he had indeed uttered the words, and he meant them with all 
his heart. 


Shades threw his arms around Kyle’s neck, his mouth claiming 
Kyle’s lips. Kyle kissed him back, suddenly feeling incredibly free and 
light, as though the heaviest mountain had just been lifted from his 
chest. 


Just as quickly as Shades had kissed him, he stepped back and 
said, “I love you, too, Kyle.” 

A bright burst of light struck Kyle. He gasped, squeezing his eyes 
shut against the blinding red illumination. Stumbling, he fell against 
Shades, who lost his footing. They tumbled to the sand in a jumble of 
arms and legs. Heat speared Kyle to the desert floor, and although he 
couldn’t bear to open his eyes, he heard Shades’s shout of fear. He 
found his lover in his arms and tugged him against his body. 


“Tve got you, sweetheart. Hold on to me,” said Kyle. 


“I can’t see a damn thing, and I feel like I’m going to burst into 
flames,” Shades cried. 


“So do I! Hold on to me another moment until it passes.” 
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The fiery sensation intensified. It didn’t hurt Kyle like normal fire 
would sear and blister, but it felt as though he were sitting too close to a 
hearth, needing to move away from its flames and unable to do so. 


He tried opening his eyes again, but the brilliance engulfing them 
kissed his eyes with discomfort. The heat seemed to permeate his skin 
and muscles, boring into his bones, and worse, his cock awakened. 
Blood surged into it, and the need to make love to Shades nearly ripped 
his breath away. 
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CHAPTER 
TWENTY-FOUR 


HOT. Every part of Shades, inside and out, screamed with heat, but it 
wasn’t unpleasant like a blistering fire would do to him. This warmth 
was overwhelming, suffocating but not, bone-penetrating yet 
invigorating. Despite the bizarre sensations, Shades could still feel and 
control his body and actions. 


Fearing the worst, he clung to Kyle. Somehow Shades knew he 
was naked again. His borrowed clothes had either melted from his body 
or vanished somehow. Shades ran his hands down Kyle’s back and 
discovered him naked too. 


Kyle rewarded him with a groan of need. The sound urged blood 
to flow into Shades’s cock, and suddenly the desire to be joined 
together bulleted through him, eliciting a whimper of desire from 
Shades. 

“I want you,” Shades breathed into Kyle’s ear. 

“I thought you’d never ask,” Kyle returned, panting. “I think my 
cock is going to explode.” 

“Wait until you have it inside me!” 

Shades wriggled beneath Kyle, embracing him so that Shades’s 
throbbing member was sandwiched between their bellies, and Kyle lay 
resting between his thighs. 

“I don’t understand what’s happening,” Kyle said, “but although 
it frightened me at first, I feel it’s something beyond our control. I think 
we’re supposed to just allow it to happen.” 

Shades said, “I do too.” 

Kyle was right. Whatever was happening was meant to be, and if 
it allowed them to enjoy one another’s bodies like this, then Shades was 
all for it. He smiled to himself as Kyle nuzzled his neck and raked his 
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fangs over the taut cord on one side. J don’t know why, but I know we'll 
be together forever after this moment. 


By the Ruby Moon God, his cock throbbed so hard it pained him. 
He wanted Kyle’s hardness inside him, deep in his ass where it could 
pulse, filling Shades up. He needed release, needed to be fulfilled, and 
he needed to belong to only one person: Kyle, the handsomest Life 
Drinker he’d ever set his sights on. 


“Please, Kyle,” Shades whispered, his tone and body full of 
sexual tension. “Put me out of my misery and make love to me.” 


“I want you to know I’m truly sorry for the pain I caused you,” 
Kyle said. 


Shades couldn’t see the man he loved, but he felt every inch of his 
hard, hot body pressed against his. “I know that now, Kyle. I believe 
you and forgive you.” He tightened his hold around Kyle’s waist and 
kissed his shoulder. “I apologize for my stubbornness and for letting 
my insecurities and hotheadedness make my decisions for me.” 


“Forgiven,” Kyle replied with a soft laugh. 


The tip of Kyle’s big, thick cock rested against the crack of 
Shades’s ass. Shades wiggled closer in an attempt to push it deeper to 
that spot he wanted filled. He clenched his thighs, pressing them tightly 
into Kyle’s waist. 


“If you don’t put that amazing cock of yours in my ass, I’m going 
to fall apart with need, I’m shaking so hard,” Shades gasped. “Please, 
Kyle. Do it now!” 


“I’m not only going to fuck that ass of yours,” Kyle said against 
Shades’s perspiring neck, “I’m going to make you mine forever. You 
once told me that you don’t share your lovers. I don’t share either, so 
you better be certain you want to be with a Drinker, because I’m 
positive I’m taking a Moon Wolf as my mate regardless of what laws 
and traditions on both sides say!” 


I can’t believe he just said that to me! 


Joy leapt in Shades’s heart, and the heat engulfing him jumped 
another twenty degrees. Sweat trickled out of his hair, sliding over his 
ears and tracing wet lines around his neck. He felt it pooling in the 
divot where his collarbones met and also in the hollow below his 
breastbone. 
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The happier and more excited I become, the more the heat 
intensifies. 


Whatever was happening, Shades welcomed it with open arms. 
“Well?” Kyle pressed. “What’s your answer, Wolf?” 

“I’m yours forever, Drinker. And you’re mine!” 

“Agreed.” Kyle bit down on Shades’s neck. 


Shades cried out at the unexpected pain of Kyle’s fangs piercing 
his jugular. The invasion proved almost as erotic as having Kyle’s cock 
seated deep within his body. Kyle sucked once, twice, three times. He 
paused and shifted his body, pushing his prick in between the cheeks of 
Shades’s ass and pausing as the head of it brushed Shades’s anus. 


“By the,” Shades began and gulped, “Ruby Moon God, being 
penetrated on both ends at the same time feels incredible.” 


He raised his hips slightly in the hope of impaling himself on 
Kyle’s cock, but Kyle refused to take the bait. Shades’s prick pulsed 
with sweet torture, and each time Kyle moved even the slightest bit, 
Shades’s cock slid easily along Kyle’s stomach with the aid of a layer 
of pre-cum. Shades’s balls ached for release, his body thrummed with 
desire, and he could barely control his breathing. With the blinding red 
light enveloping them in its brilliance and sweltering temperature, 
Shades didn’t know how much longer he could last before his cock 
exploded all over his lover’s belly. 


“Oh, please take me, Kyle. Please! I can’t stand it any longer!” 


THE first time Kyle made love to Shades had been wild and full of 
carnal lust. Even then he’d cared for Shades, but now he’d admitted his 
love for Shades and wanted him as a mate. The physical feelings 
coupled with the emotional ones heightened every touch, kiss, and 
enticing aroma of his partner a million times. 

Kyle’s cock throbbed and then throbbed harder still. He groaned 
as he tried to restrain himself. He couldn’t open his eyes to see Shades, 
so his senses amplified all. 


I want him so badly, but I want this to last too. 
“Kyle, take me,” Shades moaned. “Don’t play with me like this.” 
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Intoxicated by the taste of Shades’s blood, Kyle began sucking 
again, drawing Shades’s life force into his body, and allowed the 
warmth and vitality of it to course through his veins. He murmured 
against his lover’s neck and flattened his tongue between the punctures. 
Kyle pressed his cock harder against Shades’s anus. Shades responded 
with an upward motion of his hips. Fire spread into Kyle’s spine, 
flowed into his balls, and then settled in the root of his cock. 


“Mmm,” Kyle moaned. 


He sucked again, and the power of the Moon Wolf ebbed and 
flowed through him, the coppery essence heady. Kyle wanted all of 
Shades, to become one in body, mind, heart, and soul. With his cock 
pulsing with desire, Kyle pushed against Shades’s asshole again. This 
time the ring of muscles obeyed, permitting Kyle access. 


“Oh, yes! Yes!” Shades cried against his ear. “Give me more, 
lover.” 


The strange brilliance that bathed them in its heat continued 
climbing higher. Sweat poured off of Kyle, but he still drank from 
Shades as he slid his length deeper into him. Shades locked his ankles 
behind Kyle’s hips and drew him closer, propelling him all the way into 
Shades’s waiting body. 

Kyle dug his toes into the scorching sand and pushed the last 
couple of inches into Shades’s ass until his root and balls hugged 
Shades’s ass cheeks. 

“Ungh! Yes!” Shades cried. “By the Ruby Moon God, yes!” 

His shout of ecstasy echoed across the desert, urging Kyle to suck 
harder from his lover’s jugular and fuck him at the same time. He 
seated his fangs more deeply in Shades’s neck and began a slow, 
leisurely pumping motion with his cock. 

“Mmm!” Shades met each of Kyle’s thrusts. “Give... it... to... 
me!” 

“Mmph!” Kyle drank and fucked, fucked and drank. His cock 
screamed for release, but the more he pumped into his new mate, the 
more the need to come increased and yet wouldn’t happen. 

“Yes!” Shades shouted. 

“Mmph!” Kyle murmured again. 

“More!” 
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His Wolf mate bucked his hips, taking all of Kyle’s length each 
time only to withdraw as Kyle moved out of him and met his next 
thrust with more vigor than the first. 


A distant part of Kyle realized he would inadvertently drain 
Shades if he didn’t stop himself. He released his lover’s neck and kept 
his tongue pressed to the fang holes to stay the blood flow. The 
radiance surrounding them prevented him from looking down into his 
mate’s eye, but the sensations of his cock embedded in Shades’s ass 
and Shades’s hardness squeezed between their abdomens hurtled Kyle 
ever closer to that jumping-off point. 


He found and claimed Shades’s lips. Their tongues dueled, 
breaths mingled, sweat meshed, and the need to come shoved Kyle over 
the edge. 


He issued a beast-like growl and began pumping like mad into 
Shades’s body. 


“Oh... oh my... yes... yesss!” Shades muttered, his fingers biting 
into Kyle’s ass cheeks. 


“I want to come and can’t,” Kyle said. “The more I fuck you, the 
more the feeling builds.” 


“It’s the same,” Shades said as he drew in a sharp, pleasured 
breath, “for me, baby.” 


Kyle pumped faster until he feared hurting Shades, but judging by 
the delighted sounds tumbling from Shades’s lips, Kyle realized his 
mate had entered a rapturous zone. Shades hugged him tighter, 
squeezing so hard Kyle couldn’t thrust as hard. But just as he slowed, 
fiery tingles assailed his cock, zipping through the shaft and up to the 
tip. He came hard, came with a scream of release that both startled and 
thrilled him. He pumped into Shades’s ass, thrusting until he thought 
he’d pass out. 

At the same time, Shades’s cock began pulsing between them, 
and Shades wriggled against Kyle’s belly, simultaneously grinding his 
ass on the cock impaling him. 

“Ah!” Shades wriggled and bucked. “I love you so much!” He 
issued a scream that sounded half feral, half ecstatic. 
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At his partner’s unexpected scream, the fiery sensations 
enveloping Kyle ripped his breath away. He spurted into Shades’s 
depths but couldn’t seem to stop. 

Oh, what beautiful torture! His cock kept twinging as more cum 
eased into Shades’s body. Grunting, Kyle thought he was finished, but 
his prick spurted again, and Kyle began thrusting anew. He wanted 
Shades again! 

The heat ravaging Kyle became unbearable. Beneath him, Shades 
cried out in pain. 

And somehow, Kyle heard Shades’s thoughts. 


WE ARE one. 

Yes, we are. 

No, we mean we are truly one. Where Kyle ends, Shades begins 
and vice versa. 

The brilliance abruptly faded. 

The part that was Kyle tried to look around, but Shades’s half was 
right. They shared the same brain, body, and thoughts. They looked out 
of the same set of eyes, heard with their shared ears. They looked at 
their shared body. Joined at the hips, they were melded into one person. 
Half of their body Shades, the other half Kyle. 

What do we do? 

We don’t know. 

We have to undo this! 

But how can we? 

Lights appeared in the distance. They noticed the pinpoints 
bobbing toward them and turned, watching. The faint sound of a steam 
engine finally reached them. 

Who is that? 

We can’t see enough to tell. 

Minutes passed, and it became clear that four individuals rode 
upon a luxurious mechanical wagon. The vehicle stopped in front of the 
jaunting car, and the four individuals, two Moon Wolves and two Life 
Drinkers, stepped down. 
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It’s the highest Elders! 
Why are they here? 
We sense it’s to show us what we’ve become. 


“You both have done well,” said the taller of the two women as 
she strode toward them. “We saw the moon change and knew the two 
prophesied to join as one, a Moon Wolf and a Life Drinker, had finally 
done so. We followed the brilliance of your joining straight to you.” 


One of the Elder men gathered up the rubies where they lay 
amongst a pile of smoldering clothes. He straightened, walked over, 
and began pressing the rubies into Kyle’s and Shades’s shared skin. 


That hurts! 

Make them stop! 

A low howl of pain erupted from their shared mouth. 
We can’t! 

Our skin is absorbing the rubies! 


The brilliance they’d experienced before returned, but only 
briefly this time. A different brand of pain assaulted them. 
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CHAPTER 
TWENTY-FIVE 


SHADES experienced a sudden tear in his soul that both frightened and 
sickened him, and then the sensation of falling backward urged him to 
windmill his arms. He landed on the hot sand, blinking up at the moon. 
Slowly, he sat up, finding that he and Kyle faced one another, and met 
his partner’s shocked gaze. 

“You two,” said the taller female Elder, “have become the new 
Ruby Moon God.” 

Shades stared up at the tall female Drinker, her long hair threaded 
with silver, a sure sign of her ancient years. 

How can this be possible? 

“Your other half has doubts, Agent Kyle,” the Elder said. 

“Rest assured we shall put your fears to rest,” the other female 
Elder added. “I am Maev, that is Deena, and those two,” she said 
pointing at the men, “are Robanon and Karvor.” 

Shades frowned. “You came all the way out here to find us?” 

The huskier of the Elder Wolves, Robanon, replied, “The 
Wastelands is where it all began. The power of the Ruby Moon God 
placing his/her children on the Earth scorched the landscape. Thus, the 
deserts were formed.” 

“So this is what Scott Bashian was talking about,” Shades stated. 
“He thought he could find someone to help him fulfill the prophesy.” 

“Yes,” said Maev, “but what he didn’t realize is that each Ruby 
Moon God is already pre-destined. And the scrolls he thought were so 
ancient were only replicas of the originals.” She tittered as the other 
Elders laughed with her. “We are the highest Elders, after all. We are 
permitted windows into the future, but we’re not able to tamper with 
destiny. We’re only allowed to nudge those who are destined to make 
the correct choices when they waver.” 
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“Why us?” asked Kyle. His tone reeked of skepticism. “I’m just a 
Conclave agent, and he’s the sheriff of a small mining town. What 
makes us so special?” 

“Why not you two?” 

“Well,” Kyle shot back, “for starters, Shades and I are the same 
sex. The Ruby Moon God was male and female, and the legend says 
two opposites who become one.” 

Robanon burst out laughing. His shimmering red robe shivered 
with his laughter. “Never assume the obvious is always the correct 
answer. In this case, it’s opposite personalities.” 

Shades laughed. He couldn’t help it. Kyle had asked the same 
question he wanted to ask, but the answer was totally unexpected. All 
this time he’d thought the legend meant opposite sexes too. Everyone 
everywhere believed the same. 

“Tt’s part of what has protected the legend for so long,” Deena 
stated, having obviously read Shades’s thoughts. 

“So Scott stealing the rubies and meeting me was all destined to 
happen?” asked Shades. 

The four Elders nodded. 

“And you knew I was the one meant to be with Shades?” Kyle 
questioned. 

They nodded again, but Karvor answered, “That’s why we didn’t 
stop Agent Scott from stealing the gems, and it’s also why we sent you 
after him.” 

“So you manipulated everyone,” Kyle stated with unexpected 
venom. 

“No.” Deena held up one hand, disapproval moving across her 
smooth face. “We did not manipulate anyone. The first Ruby Moon 
God chose his/her replacements. We’ve only monitored things as 
they’ ve transpired, and urged those who chose the wrong paths onto the 
right ones. In the end, the choices made by each pair belong to them.” 
She pointed at Kyle and then at Shades. 

“Tt also says in the scrolls that not only are the two such 
opposites, but the two hearts are wounded deeply, and only the melding 
into one can heal them.” Maev smiled. “Robanon has given you the 
rubies, and as you can see, once you two separated, the gems fell to the 
ground in a pile.” She pointed one talon-tipped finger at the gems 
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sparkling in the red moonshine. “Keep the rubies safe, because should 
you need to join as one entity again, it’s necessary that you absorb them 
like you did moments ago. It’s how you separate to become individuals 
again.” 

“What about the other Ruby Moon God?” Shades asked. He 
struggled to wrap his mind around all the information, but there was so 
much to absorb and accept. He glanced over at Kyle, who favored him 
with a distraught look. 

“You are him/her,” the Elders said together, harmonizing. 

Shades gaped at them. “I don’t understand.” 

“Neither do I,” Kyle agreed. 

“You'll find you'll have memories that aren’t yours,” Maev 
explained. “That you’ve—” 

“Damnation!” Kyle stood up and strode to the jaunting car for the 
change of clothes in his satchel. “You’re saying we absorbed each 
Ruby Moon God since the original one, aren’t you?” 

“That is correct,” said Karvor. 

“I don’t believe this!” Kyle yanked on his denims. 

Shades wished he could comfort his mate, but at the moment he 
was struggling to comfort himself. Panic stampeded through him like a 
herd of cattle. 

“You will need to return to Ruby City to file your official report, 
Agent Kyle.” Elder Deena walked toward him. “That way we can have 
everything recorded and place it in the historical records, but we will 
also teach you and Shades everything you need to know about the first 
god. We’ll also give you access to all that is known about each Ruby 
Moon God.” 

The announcement bothered Shades. He had a town to protect and 
a family who needed him. 

“You won’t be gone any longer than a month,” Robanon said, 
trying to soothe them. “We promise.” 

“Can I return to Hellbent long enough to explain things to my 
family and have a deputy fill in for me during that time?” With anxiety 
clenching his heart, Shades rose and joined Kyle at the jaunting car. 
“And gather some clothes?” 

Deena laughed, the sound melodious and calming. “Of course.” 
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As long as Shades was with Kyle and he could take care of his 
family and his town, he was happy. Those three things were the most 
important pieces of his life. After the last two decades of heartache and 
despair, he’d finally found his mate and was ready for a new life that 
would reunite the quarreling clans. 

He met Kyle’s gaze. The moonshine kissed his new mate with a 
soft pink glow. Kyle smiled at him, his eyes brimming with pure love. 


KYLE didn’t know how or why, but he sensed what he and Shades had 
become and what they were about to do was right. He felt it all the way 
to his bones. As Kyle stared back at his partner, he knew their life 
together would be a long one with many wonderful and surprising 
changes along the way. 

“We will camp here while the two of you return to Hellbent,” 
Karvor stated. He pointed a finger at the Elders’ conveyance. Several 
carpetbags and cases rose into the air and settled on the sand. “We will 
be quite comfortable, so take your time.” 

“Well,” Maev said with a chuckle, “take your time, but not too 
much time. We have many things to teach you.” 

“I have a question,” said Kyle. He knew the Elders had lied, but 
now even the lie seemed for naught. “Why did you lie about war 
breaking out between the races? Why insist I had to find the rubies 
before dawn today?” 

“We didn’t lie, Agent Kyle,” Robanon replied. He frowned, the 
corners of his mouth pulling down. “There will be war between the 
races. We don’t know when or why yet, but we’ve seen it.” 

“And,” Maev interjected, “everyone is already aware of the 
border fights, senseless quarrels, and the murders that have escalated 
the last few months.” 

“The reason you needed to find the rubies before dawn today,” 
Deena added, “is because if you hadn’t found them and mated with 
Shades by daylight, it would have been another millennium before 
another Ruby Moon God would have been born.” 

“That’s a sobering thought,” Shades quipped. 

“But I thought the return of the rubies would stop the war.” Kyle 
looked from one Elder to the next. 
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This was all for nothing! He pulled on his old pair of cowboy 
boots and then shrugged into his shirt with such irritation he heard a 
seam rip. 

“What was the point of finding the gems,” he snapped, “or of 
Shades and me becoming the next Ruby Moon God if the rubies won’t 
stop the war from happening?” 

“Now you understand the complexities of the two races and the 
two halves of our god,” the Elders said in unison. “The rubies have 
powers, but they’re powers that can only be used during wartime. The 
task of the Ruby Moon God is to convince the two clans to accept one 
another despite their differences.” 

“Together, you and Shades will find a way to restore peace,” 
Karvor explained patiently. 

Deena moved closer to Kyle. “That’s why we’ll aid the two of 
you in all the historical research and ways of the ancients. Everything 
in the archives will be at your disposal until the war is over, and we’ll 
teach you about the rubies’ powers too.” 

Kyle tossed a spare undershirt and a pair of pajama bottoms to 
Shades. “That’s all I have left over in my bag, but those will hold you 
until we get back to your farm.” He looked back at the Elders. 
“Anastasia has resigned.” 

“We know of her deceit,” said Maev, “and we—” 

Kyle held up one hand. “She is not to be punished. She corrected 
her mistakes and refused to go along with Scott’s plan. She fought on 
my side and Shades’s, so all is well with Anastasia.” 

Maev smiled. “We know that. We saw enough of her future that 
we were not concerned about her, and we know, too, that she has found 
her true mate.” 

“Anastasia’s ability to extract information from a person’s brain 
and Flanagan’s talent for forcing a Moon Wolf back into human form 
will prove quite useful when the war starts,” Robanon said, “so your 
two friends will be a large part of your lives in the coming years.” 

“Go.” Deena motioned for Kyle to climb into the jaunting car. 
“You and Shades must do what you need to do in Hellbent and then 
return to us.” She smiled up at Kyle once he sat in the navigation chair. 
“We will be here waiting.” 
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AS KYLE drove toward Hellbent, all the knowledge, revelations, and 
brand new emotions he’d absorbed rolled and gyrated in his mind. This 
is all so hard to comprehend! Just when I admit my feelings for Shades 
and take him as my mate, all hell breaks loose. 

“Kyle?” 

“Hmm?” 

Shades leaned forward and pointed around Kyle’s body. “Stand 
up for a moment and then slide that black lever to the right. I want to sit 
next to you.” 

Kyle rose, balancing with the swaying motion of the vehicle, and 
pushed the lever over. To his right on the floor, a panel opened and a 
metal post rose out of it. The support rod clicked, and a square top 
opened, followed by a metal bench that slid to the left, connecting with 
Kyle’s seat. 

Sitting again, Kyle waited for Shades to settle against him. Kyle 
placed his hand on Shades’s knee. 

“Things sure didn’t pan out like either of us figured they would, 
did they?” stated Shades. 

Kyle snorted. “Nope.” 

“Are you upset?” 

“Not really.” The brilliance of the Ruby Moon lit the landscape so 
brightly Kyle could see every rut and pothole with clarity. He straddled 
a big rock in their path and added, “I’m confused, overwhelmed, and a 
little anxious, but something deep in my heart keeps whispering it was 
meant to be, that it’s all right, and to just accept it.” He smiled over at 
his partner. “No matter what, though, you’re with me. As long as I have 
you, I can handle anything.” 

A cougar lay in the trail ahead. As the jaunting car approached, 
the animal rose and padded to a jumble of boulders, where it sprang to 
the summit and watched them chug by. 

“I feel the same way, Kyle.” Shades sighed and laid his head on 
Kyle’s shoulder for a few moments. 

Kyle hugged him to his side. 

Finally, Shades straightened. “My family may not take our news 
too calmly, especially Mum.” 
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“Well, maybe if she knows the Elders have foreseen Flanagan and 
Anastasia aiding us, she’ll relax a little because it’s family helping 
family.” 

“True.” Shades sighed, the sound weary. “Mum is going to kick 
my ass, though.” 

“Why?” 

“She makes all my clothes.” Shades chuckled. “It’s bad enough 
when the clan rips clothes to shreds because they don’t take them off 
when they transform, but I’ve gone through several sets of pants and 
shirts the past three days, not to mention the spare set she sent with you 
that melted off of me.” 

Kyle laughed loudly and slapped the navigation wheel with his 
mirth. “Tell your mum Pll bring her back some sturdier cloth from 
Ruby City. Maybe that will appease her.” 

“Good idea.” 

“Would you like to exchange mating bands when we’re in Ruby 
City?” Kyle asked. 

“Really?” 

Shades’s sharp look of surprise forced a smile to Kyle’s lips. 
“Absolutely. There is a jeweler on Main Street who makes the most 
beautiful bands I’ve ever seen. We’ll pick out a set, and then after a 
nice dinner, some blood champagne,” he said as he leered at Shades 
and wiggled his eyebrows, “and a good romp beneath the sheets, we’ ll 
put the bands on one another’s ankles.” He chuckled throatily. “And 
then make love again after that.” 

Laughing, Shades leaned close again and kissed his neck, sending 
a shiver down Kyle’s spine. “I love you.” 

“I love you too.” He sighed. “In another hour we should be in 
Hellbent. Maybe we should stay in my hotel room until daylight so we 
don’t disturb everyone’s sleep. We can take the jaunting car on over to 
your farm in time for breakfast.” 

“Sounds good.” Shades pointed up at the moon. “I’m going to 
miss the Ruby Moon until it arrives again.” 

“That’s only a year away.” 

“I know, but not only is the phase beautiful, I’ve always found the 
red glow comforting for some reason.” 
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Kyle nodded. “So have I. Maybe what happened tonight is why 
we’ve both always felt that way about the moon.” 

“I know one thing, sweetheart.” Shades shifted on the bench seat. 
“Our lovemaking tonight was amazing. I’ve never had anyone make me 
feel like that before.” 

“Me neither, but part of it had to be the shift from being two 
people into the Ruby Moon God.” 

“I wonder if it will be that way for us every time we make love?” 

“I don’t know,” Kyle answered, “but I’m sure going to enjoy 
finding out.” 

Chuckles drifted out of Shades. “Me too, but there’s one thing I 
didn’t like about it.” 

Startled, Kyle shot his mate a quick look. “Oh? And what would 
that be?” 

“All the sand in the crack of my ass 

Mirth bubbled up from deep within Kyle. He laughed long and 
hard, wiping tears from the corners of his eyes. Shades’s laughter 
joined his. 

“Let’s go home, baby,” Kyle said, still chuckling. 

“I’m already home,” Shades replied. 

Kyle squeezed his mate to him, and together, they enjoyed the 
glow of the Ruby Moon. 
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